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ABSTRACT  
The main objective of the study is to explore how cloth, the body and movement are able 
to communicate possible symbolic meaning in Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance film and 
Moderat’s Rusty Nails music video. The study further attempts to establish the 
characteristics of fashion film to include cloth, the body and movement and provide a 
methodology that locates fashion film as a sign system using a visual semiotic analysis 
framework. The films were then compared and contrasted to determine similarities and 
differences in their use of cloth, the body and movement. The findings from the film 
analysis suggest that cloth, the body and movement communicate symbolic meaning in 
the films based on their associated meanings that are generated both inside and outside 
the film context. By focussing on cloth, the body and movement as primary communicators 
(rather than secondary or supporting communicators) in film, new meanings can be 
interpreted from their interrelationship. The results inform new ways for fashion designers 
and fashion filmmakers to engage with cloth, the body and movement in fashion film.  
 
 1 
CHAPTER 1  
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 
1.1. Introduction to the field of study: Looking at fashion film   
Hollander (1988:1) writes that “the fascinating capacity of cloth to bunch, stretch, hang, or 
flutter, to be smooth or unsmooth under different circumstances, to be wrought upon and 
then restored, and wrought upon differently another time” contributes to cloth’s potential to 
communicate meaning in a number of contexts. Whether in a gigantic cracking sail, the 
billowing costume of a dancer or the smooth caress of a summer dress, moving cloth can 
symbolise meaning and invoke possible perceptions or interpretations for both the wearer 
and the viewer. When captured on film, the movement of cloth, whether as loose spanning 
lengths or fashioned into constructed forms, can signify both literal and figurative 
meanings. Developing an understanding of how the movement of cloth and the body on 
film communicates meaning and how fashion articulates meaning in film can support 
gaining insight into a genre primarily concerned with fashion communication, namely 
fashion film.  
This study explores the way “an intimate narrative of the garment” is created through the 
filmic representation of the body in movement and its relationship to cloth (Knight in Davis 
2010:9). The study aims to explores the genre of fashion film and develop criteria and 
methods for analysing films that use cloth, the body and movement to communicate 
meaning. The study further sets out to determine if possible symbolic meaning can be 
communicated with cloth, the body and movement on film. Visual semiotics and a 
communication studies perspective will form part of the methods used in the analysis of 
Loïe Fuller’s Rusty Nails and Moderat’s Serpentine Dance to determine how they utilised 
cloth, the body and movement to communicate possible symbolic meaning.   
Beyond new forms of technology available in the Internet age, fashion’s relationship with 
film is as old as cinema itself, initially expressed as “the living fabric of film”, then in relation 
to costume design and more recently as a form of fashion communication and advertising 
(Bruno 2011:85). The context and emergence of fashion film can be understood both in 
relation to conventions in film and conventions in fashion, although the format in which this 
new relationship is developing is still to be fully explored. Fashion film can be understood 
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in relation to film conventions as it is uses film as a medium to communicate and it can be 
understood in relation to conventions in fashion as fashion communicates meaning both 
inside and outside of the filmed format. As a new genre of fashion communication, fashion 
film is used by brands, designers and filmmakers to communicate fashion-focused content, 
but it does not have a clearly stipulated definition and purpose. Church Gibson (2011:5) 
writes: “So far, no-one in the academy seems to have considered the true complexity of 
the phenomenon. The phrase ‘fashion film’ is gaining ground; but it has different, 
contradictory meanings”. Broadly, fashion film is understood to be filmed fashion, style and 
beauty-related content, and the characteristics of fashion film can include cloth, the body 
and movement. These “contradictory meanings” can be understood from the perspective 
that there are many film genres included under fashion film and of these there are a 
number of alternative approaches and definitions. Some of the films considered as part of 
the broad spectrum of fashion film include fashion or style-focused feature films, 
documentaries, filmed runway shows, backstage clips, music videos, advertisements and 
avant-garde art films. Feature films such as The Devil Wears Prada, Sex and the City and 
Breakfast at Tiffany’s are a few examples of films that have been classed as fashion film 
for their inclusion of fashion or their influence on the fashion industry (Church Gibson 
2011:5). Many of the genres mentioned here are clearly established, independent of their 
incorporation of fashion and fashion related content, as they possess conventions, genre 
structures and narrative structures that viewers are familiar with. At the same time many of 
these genres rely on the relationship between narrative and genre as primary 
communicators of meaning, where the inclusion of content, including fashion and the 
body, are secondary and where they function as supportive mediums to the plot and story.  
Many fashion film industry leaders do not agree that all films with fashion or style-focused 
content should be considered as fashion film. They believe that “true” fashion films are 
presented in a short film format or as an “internet offering[s]” – a term used to describe the 
short films shown online and view this as one of the key characteristic of the developing 
fashion film genre (Church Gibson 2011:5). The varied genres and formats considered 
fashion film correspond with the disparate views about fashion film’s function and purpose 
within the fashion and communication industry. Some fashion film industry leaders, such 
as Nick Knight and Ruth Hogben, view fashion film as an alternative means of fashion 
presentation – as a substitute for fashion shows – while others such as Mai (2012:1-17) 
believe it is a means of promoting fashion products and brands (advertising). Others such 
as Pernet (2009:1) believe it is a format of expression that uses fashion as a medium of 
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communication, saying: “There are no rules in fashion film, no established conventions or 
constraints”. 
Within the disparities about fashion film and the appropriate function and duration of the 
genre, two approaches have emerged that guide the generation of fashion film content. 
The one approach uses a linear narrative, borrowing techniques used in film and music 
videos where plot, story, song or music provides a structure that guides the inclusion of 
content. This method is premised on the notion of tracking something: an entertainment 
curve or narrative arc, which guides the climax of the film (Friedman 2011:8-11). The 
fashion, the body and their movements are supportive of the plot and narrative and are 
included in a film to reiterate the intended meanings generated in the narrative structure of 
film. The second approach is non-linear and more abstract, does not always show the 
garment and uses emotion and visual experience as motivators for content. This non-
linear approach often draws on fashion photography techniques, which do not 
communicate concepts or narratives in the same vein as film but is a convention often 
used to communicate fashion (ibid.). This approach often prioritises the fashion by using it 
as a point of departure rather than a supportive medium.   
Regardless of the approach, fashion films have developed for specific reasons and they 
provide a unique medium of communication in contemporary media. Thus this study seeks 
to explore the genre of fashion film, determine some of its defining characteristics and 
determine how these characteristics might contribute to communicating possible symbolic 
meaning. Some of the characteristics of fashion film include: a short film format, 
referencing film and photography techniques, using narrative, and engaging viewers 
emotionally. Fashion films are generally distributed online, which means that a film’s effect 
can be tracked to gauge its impact on consumption.   
The emergence of fashion film has resulted in the production of many films considered 
fashion film that push the boundaries about how designers and filmmakers understand the 
relationship between fashion and films. However the broad understanding of the genre has 
also meant that there are not yet clearly stipulated genre and narratives structures that 
support the effective communication of meaning through fashion film. Many contemporary 
fashion films are unfortunately ineffective. Mai (2012:5) writes: “Budgets are misallocated. 
Content is poor. And distribution strategy is neglected. As a result, most fashion films fall 
flat”. Some fashion films “fall flat” because they attempt to present themselves as 
something they are not (art), because they attempt to elevate a fashion product into a 
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“star”, and because thus far both a non-linear (abstract visuals where the fashion is not 
always clearly visible) and a linear (fairy-tale narrative with many full body and close-up 
shots) approach do not necessarily communicate a brand and product effectively 
(Friedman 2011:1-13). Khamis and Munt (2010:35-37) add that even though leading 
directors such as Ridley Scott (Prada), David Lynch (Dior) and Jean-Pierre Jeunet 
(Chanel) have created fashion films for luxury brands, their films create “a veneer of 
entertainment superimposed upon a big budget advertising campaign” and “[w]ithout 
exception, the films necessitate the inclusion of the ‘money-shot’, when the branded 
product becomes the necessary and final focal point; where commerce overcomes 
artfulness”.  
The preceding discussion therefore indicates that there are many approaches to fashion 
film and numerous functions that it performs. In an interview with Davis (2010:9), fashion 
filmmaker Nick Knight explains how fashion and film can be used to effectively 
communicate “an intimate narrative of the garment”, as a garment is designed to take the 
shape of the body as it moves (in Davis 2010:9). Knight (in Davis 2010:9) also says: 
Fashion and film work naturally together because the clothes are designed to move 
and take form, therefore fashion films can create a greater impact in communicating 
the message of the designer. Through combining movement, sound, texture and 
detail in film, an intimate narrative of the garment is created, which means the 
designer’s vision remains truer. With this in mind, it becomes crucial to have an 
acute understanding of fashion to create great fashion films. 
By combining “movement” of the body and the movement of the garment with “an acute 
understanding” of fashion and film, the communication of fashion and fashion presentation 
in fashion film can “remain[s] truer” for both fashion designers and fashion filmmakers and 
can contribute to the possible effective communication of meaning through fashion film 
(ibid.). Fashion designers, stylists and filmmakers can utilise the medium of fashion film as 
a contemporary vehicle for fashion communication and as a multi-layered creative output. 
Fashion film has common characteristics that communicate meaning and contribute to 
defining the genre. Narrative and plot are often used to guide the fashion film’s content 
and they function as the primary communicators. Another approach uses cloth, the body, 
movement, sound, textures and detail (Knight in Davis 2010:9) as primary communicators 
to guide (something…) and the inclusion of a plot and narrative become supportive and 
secondary communicators.  
However these are not defined approaches as some view fashion film as a medium 
without constraints. If there are no rules, conventions or constraints for fashion film, then it 
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can be suggested that fashion film has many common characteristics. The characteristics 
that will be isolated are premised on the notion that fashion film makes use of film, fashion, 
costume, cloth, the body and movement to communicate both literal and abstract 
meanings.  
The relationship between cloth, the body and movement is a complex one, as it needs to 
acknowledge the possible adjustments in meaning in different contexts of the interaction 
between the common characteristics (of cloth, the body and movement). For instance 
when cloth is in contact with the body a different meaning is articulated than when it is 
presented without the body, whether it is a costume, a fashion item or a piece of clothing 
or an unconstructed length of cloth such as a curtain or a roll of fabric. Similarly different 
meanings are articulated when cloth is moving, such as a sail billowing in the wind, or 
when it is still, such as a limp flag hugging its mast. The relationship between moving cloth 
and the body – the swishing cape of a matador and still cloth and the body for instance on 
a poised celebrity in a glittering gown, on a red carpet, waiting to be photographed – all 
communicate meaning in the context of the situation but in relation to each of the 
characteristics: cloth, the body and movement. How then do these characteristics 
communicate meaning as interrelated elements on film? The study explores the questions 
raised above in two films and will elucidate the selected films and the reasons for doing so. 
This study aims to address this by exploring the interrelationship between moving cloth 
and moving bodies as they communicate possible symbolic meaning in Serpentine Dance 
and Rusty Nails.  
There are numerous instances, in both fashion and art, where movement and cloth have 
been captured on film to communicate an idea, concept or meaning and this study will 
explore two of these: the first from German band Moderat’s Rusty Nails music video, and                 
second, performance artist Loïe Fuller’s film Danse Serpentine Lumière no 765 (1896). 
Serpentine Dance (the English translation) was filmed by the Lumière brothers, Louis 
(1892-1954) and Auguste (1864-1948), and captures Fuller’s skilful manipulation of 
volumes of silk fabric, which she fashioned into billowing capes, veils and skirts. With her 
furling costumes, Fuller was able to create and communicate “images of phantoms, wings, 
birds, gemstones, water, and flowers” and these creatures and symbols formed “the 
fundamental metaphors that are echoed throughout many of the early descriptions of 
Fuller’s performances in Paris” (Albright 2007:38). Thus Serpentine Dance was selected 
for analysis because Fuller successfully communicated abstract ideas, symbolic meaning 
and mythical concepts through her use of cloth, the body and movement. The analysis will 
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aim to understand how Fuller was able to do this through the interrelationship between 
cloth, the body and movement as a guide for developing an understanding of how the 
same elements can be communicated through fashion film’s use of cloth, the body and 
movement.    
The Rusty Nails music video was chosen because it is a contemporary example of film 
that uses cloth in an abstract way to communicate possible symbolic meaning in the 
context of the other signifiers in the music video. Cloth, the body and movement are used 
in Rusty Nails to communicate the sad story of a relationship (expressed in lyrics) as well 
as possible symbolic meaning in various ways without the limitations of a constructed 
garment (Seebald and Wendland 2010:1).  
Music videos and fashion film have an interesting relationship as there are often 
comparisons drawn between the two genres. This is because there are a number of music 
video directors who are fascinated by the lack of rules and boundaries of the fashion film 
and view it as an avenue of expression, and who have been commissioned by various 
brands to create fashion films (for example Sarah Chatfield for Yves Saint Laurent) 
(Ferguson 2009:42-46). The view is that the process of creating the short film formats is 
similar in that the clothes and fashion designer are the initial point of departure in fashion 
films, and in music videos the music, sound and musicians are the initial inspiration (ibid.). 
Cloth is loosely draped over the body, long horizontal ‘rivers’ of cloth are shown without 
the body, cloth is shown to be smoothly caressing the skin and voluminous, billowing cloth 
is presented in abstract expressive ways.  
While both the chosen films may not directly inform “fashion film” in all contexts, Rusty 
Nails and Serpentine Dance certainly have the potential to sit within the alternative or 
experimental approach to the fashion film genre. The sensual nature of the intricate 
relationship between cloth, the body and movement – in conjunction with the music, 
lighting and colour treatments – illuminates the possible communication qualities of this 
interrelationship and will be addressed in the analysis of Rusty Nails and Serpentine 
Dance.  
Rusty Nails and Serpentine Dance will be analysed to explore how cloth, the body and 
movement are used to communicate using a visual semiotic approach in association with 
a communications perspective. Meaning in communication studies is linked to semiotics 
and thus linguistics, as “it seeks to understand how language is made meaningful and how 
meaning can thus be communicated in society” (Hartley 2002:207). Semiotics has been a 
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recognised way to analyse film since the early 1960s and will be used in this study to 
analyse Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails (Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis 
2005:21). For the purposes of this study the two selected films will be discussed in terms 
of the sign, the signifier and the signified, which are organised into codes of form and 
codes of content, terminologies based in a visual semiotic approach to film analysis. Pieter 
Fourie (1996:19), editor of Introduction to Communication: Communication and the 
Production of Meaning, explains how a communications perspective seeks to understand 
how meaning is produced and consumed by looking at the film content, form and 
substance, as well as the communicator, the recipient, the context and circumstances of 
the communication, and their effect on meaning. The communications perspective will be 
used to introduce the films and their creators, as well as clarify the contexts under which 
they were made and interpreted. 
Cloth, the body and movement are able to communicate meaning through their physical 
properties “inside” the garment and “outside” the garment as Barnard (1996:73) explains:  
There are two kinds of explanations commonly given for the origin or generation of 
meaning. One locates the origin of meaning outside the garment or ensemble, in 
some external authority like the designer or the wearer. The other locates the 
generation of meaning in the garment or ensemble itself, in textures, colours and 
shapes and the permutations of these colours, shapes, and textures.  
Cloth and its interrelationship with the body and movement represent associated 
meanings and their embedded cultural and social meanings, meanings that are developed 
by its use and by its adoption by a particular group. Therefore, in film, cloth and its 
movements in relation to the body, communicate meaning by association, and by cultural 
and social contexts. 
 
 1.2.  Aims and objectives of the study  
This study aims to understand how cloth, the body and movement can be used to 
communicate possible symbolic meaning in film. The intention is to use this insight to 
inform designers and filmmakers working in the genre of fashion film and to add to the 
academic discourse on fashion film.  
Based on the introduction to the field of study, the following aims and objectives were 
formulated so as to achieve the study’s broader objectives stated above:  
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• To clarify the term fashion film as a form of fashion communication within fashion 
media, and to identify particular characteristics of films considered fashion film. 
• To develop criteria that can be used to guide the analysis of two films and in the 
process explore cloth, the body and movement as key considerations. Here the 
study will draw on what fashion film leaders suggest are key characteristics in 
fashion film.   
• To postulate what elements need to be taken into account when analysing the 
communication of meaning in film when using a visual semiotic approach and a 
communications perspective.  
• To analyse Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s Rusty Nails using a 
visual semiotic framework to determine how the films use cloth, the body and 
movement to communicate meaning.  
• To compare and contrast the ways in which Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and 
Moderat’s Rusty Nails use cloth, the body and movement to communicate meaning 
within the context and circumstances of their films. 
• To explore how films such as Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s Rusty 
Nails stand as inspirational examples of fashion film in the ways they use cloth, the 
body and movement to communicate meaning.  
 
1.3. Significance of the study  
This study contributes to academic enquiry in the following ways: 
• Fashion theory is an established academic field, yet fashion film theory is not well 
articulated. This study  contributes towards the development of fashion film theory 
as fashion film plays an increasingly important role in the presentation, expression 
and promotion of fashion but is currently given unfocused definitions and broadly 
defined functions within fashion media. 
• The communication of meaning is always context specific, thus it is necessary to 
take the communicator, the content and the context into account when exploring 
how cloth, the body and movement communicate in film, as they support the 
interpretation of meaning in the communication process.  
• Fashion film communicates meaning that contributes to the expressive and dynamic 
nature of fashion and is motivated by both creative pursuits and economic gain.  
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• Fashion film plays a diverse and fundamental role in the communication potential of 
fashion on film. 
• The findings of the study have the potential to provide original insights into how 
cloth, the body and movement can be used to effectively communicate meaning in 
the genre of fashion film.   
 
1.4. Delimitation: Technical considerations in the analysis of the selected films 
Although the study centres on the use of moving cloth, as captured on film and video, to 
communicate meaning, it will not consider the technical elements within the production of 
the actual selected filmic material. The technical equipment used by the Lumière brothers 
in the film production of Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance in 1896 differs greatly from the 
technical developments available to Pfadfinderei, the creators and producers of Moderat’s 
Rusty Nails in 2009.  
 
1.5. Limitations: Availability of academically verifiable literature that discusses 
fashion film 
Over the last 10 years, the fashion film industry has received increased Internet exposure 
and critique; however there is a lack of printed material in the form of books and journal 
articles. Therefore the majority of the reference material used in the discussions, relating 
specifically to fashion film, will be sourced online from leaders in the fashion industry. 
Leaders who have contributed to the development of fashion film will be used specifically 
because they are facilitators (Diane Pernet), fashion filmmakers (Ruth Hogben and Nick 
Knight) and critics of the genre (Suzy Menkes). The industry leaders are not authors, 
which means that they are cited as secondary reference in articles and interviews rather 
than as primary references. Online sources such as interviews (of the industry leaders), 
websites (The Business of Fashion and SHOWstudio, New York Times Online), various 
fashion forums, online newspapers, magazines and blogs will all be utilised. However, only 
sources with authors from respected online sites and periodicals will be quoted on their 
commentary of fashion and fashion filmmakers. 
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1.6. Chapter overview  
Chapter two focuses on developing criteria with the aim of establishing cloth, the body and 
movement as valid considerations for the communication of meaning in fashion film. The 
chapter attempts to contribute to defining the characteristics and functions of fashion film 
by exploring the context that promoted the development of fashion film. The capacity of 
cloth to communicate in film is discussed to consider what physical and contextual 
elements contribute to the transfer of meaning. The characteristics of fashion film are 
compiled for this study from various articles and interviews featuring four selected fashion 
film industry leaders to determine what characteristics can be considered fundamental to 
the communication of meaning in fashion film. Specific characteristics are then selected to 
form the criteria to guide the analysis of Rusty Nails and Serpentine Dance. This is done, 
as no existing criteria exist for the analysis of moving cloth and the body in film.  
Chapter three focuses on the methodology that explores the communications perspective, 
meaning and semiotics. By drawing from relevant communication texts, namely P.J. 
Fourie’s book, Introduction to Communication: Communication and the Production of 
Meaning (1996), explores what constitutes the basic principles of communication within 
film. Communication theory draws on a holistic understanding of message creation, 
transmission and reception and how each of these adds to the understanding of meaning 
(Fourie 1996:1-86 and Du Plooy 1996:112-155). A visual semiotic approach to film analysis 
is explained which establishes the signs, signifiers and signifieds in the various codes of 
form and codes of content that need to be analysed in order to determine how cloth, the 
body and movement communicate meaning in Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and 
Moderat’s Rusty Nails. 
Chapter four introduces Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s Rusty Nails and 
provides a brief background to each film. The background is guided by considering how 
the communicator, the context, the content and the recipient contribute to the 
communication of meaning (Fourie 1996:19). The findings from the semiotic analysis of 
Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s Rusty Nails are discussed, and compared 
using the criteria of cloth, the body and movement, to determine how each film used these 
to communicate meaning. The possible symbolic associations are then discussed in an 
attempt to understand how these criteria communicated meaning.    
Chapter five provides a conclusion for the study and aims to suggest fashion filmmakers 
and image-makers using fashion film can draw inspiration from the use of cloth, the body 
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and movement in Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s Rusty Nails. It provides a 
basis on which to develop new understandings of how to communicate meaning in 
fashion-focused content in the form of fashion film. Chapter 5 also provides 
recommendations for further research on fashion film and developing the theoretical 
approaches to academic study of fashion film.  
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CHAPTER 2 
THE CONTEXT OF FASHION FILM  
 
2.1.   Introduction  
Currently fashion film is a genre that incorporates a broad spectrum of already established 
film genres as well as new forms of fashion expression. These include runway shows, 
backstage footage, interviews, documentaries, music videos, feature films, experimental 
films and advertisements (Honigman 2009:6; Kershaw 2011:1; Pernet 2009:1). The 
creative process of fashion design and fashion filmmaking (and film in general) draw 
inspiration and influence from other forms of creative expression such as dance, music, 
design, painting, sculpture, history, technology, photography, theatre and architecture. Key 
characteristics of the fashion film genre can establish fashion, costume and cloth as 
primary communicating devices and constitute a dominant source of inspiration for the 
creation and style of expression used in fashion film. Thus if fashion and fashion design 
are fundamental influences in fashion film, then the qualities of cloth and its relationship 
with the body are also key influences to consider in how fashion is used as an expressive, 
creative and physical artefact in film.  
This chapter will establish a context for the study of fashion film and how meaning is 
communicated with the relationship between cloth, the body and movement by reviewing 
available literature on fashion film. The chapter further sets out to establish key 
characteristics of fashion film in order to determine possible criteria that will guide the 
analysis of Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s Rusty Nails. Extracting common 
characteristics of fashion film from the articles and interviews featuring industry leaders 
Diane Pernet, Nick Knight, Ruth Hogben and Suzy Menkes, an understanding of how 
fashion film communicates meaning can be developed. The chapter reflects on (1) fashion, 
costume and cloth, (2) the body and (3) movement as individual areas of focus that 
communicate as interrelated signifiers in film
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2.2. Review of the literature: Background and context to the theory of fashion film  
Fashion film is one of the newest forms of fashion media being used today. As one of the 
selected industry leaders for this study, fashion’s “ultimate arbiter”, fashion editor and critic 
Suzy Menkes, confirmed, “fashion films have become the hottest new accessory” for 
fashion advertising and marketing (Young 2010:5). As a developing genre, fashion film is 
still being determined and defined through various online formats such as blogs and 
forums, journals and newspapers. These formats confirm that there are many ways that 
fashion film functions within the media and many ways to understand fashion film, thus 
suggesting that there are a variety of ways in which fashion film communicates meaning. 
Due to the limited academic research into this new genre, fashion film does not have a 
clear definition; it has no established criteria or rules and no clear stipulations that 
characterise how fashion film communicates meaning. However there are recent studies of 
fashion and fashion in film that can be referenced that consider how fashion, costume and 
cloth communicate meaning in feature film and television.  
The following quote is taken from the 2011 Fashion in Film Festival brochure (Figure 2.1.) 
and highlights the relationship between the mediums of fashion and film and how they 
function as expressive communicators within society.  
Since the emergence of cinema in the late-19th [sic] century, the role of costume, 
fabrics and fashion has been crucial in conveying an aesthetic dimension and 
establishing a new sensorial and emotional relationship with viewers. Through the 
interaction of fashion, costume and film it is possible to gauge a deeper 
understanding of the cinematic, its complex history, and the mechanisms underlying 
modernity, the construction of gender, urban transformations, consumption, 
technological and aesthetic experimentation (Fashion in Film Festival brochure 
2011:10). 
By mentioning “costume, fabrics and fashion” as separate yet interrelated communicators 
within film, a distinction between these sartorial artefacts is made (ibid.). The distinction 
informs an important focal point of this study, as the key focus is on moving cloth as a 
communicator within fashion film and its construction into costume and body coverings. 
Thus the distinction between fashion, clothing, costume, dress and cloth needs to be 
made, as each communicate meaning in film based on their roles and meaning within 
society as individual and interrelated elements. 
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Figure 2.1. Front cover of the Fashion in Film Festival brochure (2011) 
Carter (2003:xii-xiii) notes that fashion is situated within a complex social “system” in that 
fashion relates to human behaviour in “group specific” contexts as the “collective clothing 
dynamic” which relies on “collective dress similarities and ... differences”. These are 
expressed through imitation and differentiation to establish the individual and the collective 
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within social structures, which to a certain extent determine hierarchy systems of 
identification (Carter 2003:xiii). Loschek (2009:134) agrees, saying that “fashion is defined 
... by the binding character of social validity. It is negotiated on a communicative basis with 
society”. Because societies’ values and structures are always changing, fashion’s validity 
is therefore “variable, multi-layered and discontinuous as a result”.  
Clothing is a “universal” social phenomenon that has “three ‘fundamental motives’ of 
modesty, protection and decoration” (Carter 2003:xiii). Clothing needs to go through a 
transformation process of “production, distribution, diffusion, reception adoption and 
consumption” before it can be labelled as fashion (Kawamura 2005:1). Calefato (2004:7-8) 
is of the view that clothing is a “generic group” that includes the combination of costume 
and dress.  
Calefato (2004:7-8) says that costumes are an institutional social reality and include 
“ritualised forms, materials and colours, fixed usages and, more generally, all those 
systems regulated by conformity and compatibility, the outer limits of which are 
represented by costumes for specific purposes, as in film and theatre”. Costumes for 
specific purposes can also include costumes worn in film and theatre from a previous 
historical period or any clothing worn by an actor as well as prescribed royal or civil 
costumes, military uniforms, ecclesiastical regalia and folk costumes worn for cultural 
ceremonies or celebrations (Oliver 1996:15).   
Dress as a verb is considered an activity, as in the act of putting on garments. Dress is a 
unique reality through which the individual enacts on him/herself the general institution of 
costume (Calefato 2004:7-8). As a noun, Eicher and Roach-Higgins (1997:15) define 
dress as “an assemblage of body modifications and/or supplements displayed by a person 
in communicating with other human beings” that are imbued with meaning which are 
understood by the wearer and viewer. Their view is that the dressed person is a gestalt 
that includes body, all direct modifications of the body itself and all three-dimensional 
supplements added to it (Eicher and Roach-Higgins 1997:13). This gestalt includes 
garments, jewellery, hairstyles and body modification as well as touch, odour, taste and 
sound, which are often ignored in the analysis of dress as visual stimuli often dominate the 
senses and are thus viewed as irrelevant in film (Eicher and Roach-Higgins 1997:14).  
Fashion, clothing, forms of dress and costume are more often than not created from 
various types of cloth. Cloth, fabric, textile or material exist as a result of combining 
yarns through weaving, knitting or felting fibres such as wool, cotton or silk (Eberle, 
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Hornberger, Menzer, Hermeling, Kilgus and Ring 2003:68). Cloth communicates 
through its external and physical properties of colour, surface design, texture, lustre 
and handle (Djonov and Van Leeuwen 2011:542). Cloth is often understood as an 
unstructured form such as flat lengths of material but forms the basis of carpets, 
upholstery, furnishings, linen, sails, parachutes, tents, kites, baskets and bags, art, 
clothing and costume (Pundir 2007:70).  
The relationship and connection between fashion, clothing, costume, dress and cloth is 
not always recognised in literature and the interrelated nature of these terms 
contributes to the misuse of the terms in discourse and the parallel meanings that 
develop through that use. Although it is not always clear what term is appropriate for 
which context, it is clear that all forms function as interrelated communicators within 
society. Fashion is a social phenomenon that exists when clothing is transformed into 
fashion through social validation. Costume can include garments for specific purposes 
in culture and film, such as a dress worn by a dancer such as Loïe Fuller. Fashion 
designers and costume designers use cloth to communicate meaning by manipulating 
cloth over the body, into clothing (to cover and protect the body) and costume (to 
create a spectacle). All these artefacts as individual and interrelated components can 
be understood to articulate meaning within specific applications and circumstances and 
present the opportunity for interpretation both in their everyday applications as well 
their inclusion as communicators in film.  
 
2.2.1. Theory and methodologies of fashion on/in film analysis 
Founder of Fashion in Film Festival, Marketa Uhlirova (in Fury 2008:7) explains: “Costume 
is not fashion, and vice versa. To be strict, the only way fashion, or clothing, in film can be 
fashion is when fashion is a theme”. Thus the study of fashion film needs to acknowledge 
the fundamental considerations that separate the methodologies and approaches used to 
study fashion and those used to study costume and cloth in film. As a new and developing 
area, the study of fashion film acknowledges the distinction between fashion and costume 
but it requires drawing from approaches and perspectives used in the study of costume as 
a theoretical basis. 
Academic research into fashion film is very limited although many fashion designers, 
brands and advertisers have adopted the format over the last decade. It is not directly 
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evident as to why this is the case, however assumptions of fashion’s frivolous nature could 
be suspected as a reason. Although limited, there have been some studies into fashion 
film that consider the implications of fashion film. They centre on fashion film as a new 
genre of fashion communication and fashion film as an alternative to fashion shows. For 
instance, Bancroft (2010:129-132) discusses the implications of Knight’s SHOWstudio in 
Exhibition Review: SHOWstudio: Fashion Revolution, which reviews the impact of new 
media platforms on fashion communication. In Cutting the Fashion Body: Why the Fashion 
Image is no Longer Still Khan (2012:235-250) has discussed fashion film as a format that 
can show fashion as a moving image rather than a still image Khamis and Munt (2010:1-
60) explore how as a genre, fashion film embraces online technology and disrupts 
conventional hierarchy systems in fashion media in their article The Three Cs of Fashion 
Media Today: Convergence, Creativity and Control.   
The study of “fashion and film” and “fashion in film” considers how costume rather than 
fashion functions as a communicator in conventional film genres to support the mise-en-
scène and the narrative (Jobling 2012:1). Although fashion and film have had a long and 
illustrious relationship, the study of fashion and its role in film is only just beginning to be 
recognised as a “legitimate and fruitful subject area” even though costume has been used 
in film since the earliest films, including Serpentine Dance (1896) by the Lumière brothers 
(Street 2001:1). Costume is understood to communicate meaning by fortifying the 
character’s identity through costume design, styling, makeup, accessories and hairstyle 
and directing the narrative through establishing period, time, culture or stopping the 
narrative with inadequate characterisation through costume design (Province 2012:1-7; 
Fury 2008:11; Warner 2011:123). Jobling’s (2012:1) paper, Crossing borders: fashion and 
film/fashion in film explores the breadth of the research into fashion in film by comparing 
the methodologies and approaches used by various authors such as Gaines and Hertzog 
(1990)1 and Bruzzi (1997)2. Jobling (2012:1) notes that many explorations in fashion and 
costume in film are considered secondary to narrative and plot, as  
                                                
1 Gaines and Hertzog’s edited collection, Fabrications (1990), explores the relationship 
between the female consumer and the female viewer, costume and the female body, the 
dynamic interaction between costume and narrative and visual pleasure in classic 
Hollywood cinema from a feminist film criticism perspective.   
 
2 Bruzzi’s Undressing Cinema: Clothing and Identity in the Movies (1997) discusses 
costume, identity, gender, sexuality and the spectacle in cinema from the 1980s and 
1990s from an interdisciplinary perspective including psychoanalysis and film theory and 
cultural studies. 
 18 
many cinema critics, historians and theorists marginalised the idea of costume, 
tending to treat the stars in the films they analysed as if they were naked subjects. It 
is as if dress somehow is a distraction from dealing with the film's text and context.  
Based on the function of fashion in film to communicate meaning in context, specific 
methods of film analysis such as narrative analysis, genre analysis and textual analysis 
are used for interpreting the communication of meaning via the characteristics and 
properties of the costume and fashion used in film (Gilligan 2011:8-9, 30).  
Perspectives currently taking priority in texts about fashion in film include fashion in 
relation to fetishism and eroticism, the spectator, feminism, the gaze, gender, identity and 
the body. Fashion is also explored in texts in relation to classic Hollywood cinema and its 
impact on the fashion industry. For instance Berry’s (2000) Screen Style: Fashion and 
Femininity in 1930s Hollywood suggests how 1930’s Hollywood provided a platform to 
market and promote the consumption of fashion as well as define how femininity was 
crafted through the relationship between film and fashion. In Glamour: Women, History, 
Feminism, author Carol Dyhouse (2010:6) examines how femininity, fashion, film and 
magazines have presented various cultural understandings of glamour over the last 
century. She also explores how over the last 100 years “ways of being female” have 
changed and are currently expressed by contemporary celebrity culture. Fashion in Film 
(2011) by Adrienne Munich, is an addition to the discourse on fashion and film’s 
relationship. As an edited collection of essays, the book attempts “to bring the role of the 
costume designer from obscurity into the light” by exploring fashion in film as a cultural 
performance and suggesting that fashion communicates meaning on a socio-structural 
level (Munich 2011:2). 
Within the field of fashion in film research, there are a number of concerns raised about 
the appropriateness of certain methodologies based on the genre of film and the often 
one-dimensional analysis approach taken by some scholars that does not consider the 
role of the spectator in interpreting meaning and the interdisciplinary nature of film.  
Warner’s article, Tracing patterns: Critical approaches to on-screen fashion, explores the 
extent of research into fashion and film by drawing parallels between authors and texts. 
Both Warner (2011:123) and Jobling (2012:1) point out that the initial and dominant 
perspectives in research of fashion in film revealed and accepted a screen hierarchy of 
narrative (first) and costume (second). This approach can turn in-depth examinations of 
film costume into “reductive” studies (Warner 2011:123). Warner goes on to explain that 
the spectacle/narrative dichotomy is informed by gender where “costume and fashion are 
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coded as ‘feminine’ in opposition to narrative which, in being implicitly positioned as 
‘active’, ‘logical’ and ‘forward thrusting’, is clearly coded as ‘male’” (ibid.). This view raised 
concerns in feminist scholarship that challenged the distribution of power and gender 
politics in film by questioning the notions of females as “distracting” or purely “objects of 
the male gaze” (ibid.). These studies contributed to the introduction of discourse on 
fetishism, fashion, spectacle, the body and identity in film.  
Gilligan (2011:30) writes: “Clothing plays a key role in the text-spectator relationship 
through its capacity to enable the construction, transformation and performance of 
imagined, virtual and ‘real life’ identities” which are utilised in film to communicate 
meaning. It is based on the notion of the text-spectator relationship that “a more discursive 
approach to fashion on-screen” needs to be adopted by using interdisciplinary and 
multidimensional approaches (Warner 2011:129). An interdisciplinary and multidimensional 
approach needs to be implemented that aims to revise and revisit debates in the discourse 
of fashion in film, especially with a concern for the role of the spectator and how fashion is 
produced and consumed by its audience (ibid.). Gilligan (2011:30) concurs: “Textual 
analysis therefore needs to intersect with cross-media analysis and audience studies”, 
adding that “New debates, terms and approaches are therefore urgently needed to 
analyse contemporary costume cinema” to determine how meaning is articulated and how 
this impacts on communication of fashion, costume and cloth in film (Gilligan 2011:9).  
Although the approaches or methods of analysis used in the analysis of costume in film 
should be interdisciplinary and multidimensional, they are often based on conventional 
genre/narrative structures that are used in the analysis of films in established genres 
(Warner 2011:123). The conventional genre/narrative structures used in film analysis are 
therefore not directly suitable for the analysis of fashion film whose structures regarding 
genre and narrative are varied. Similarly fashion film is focused on communicating with 
fashion and/or costume as the primary and dominant device, where narrative and plot is a 
secondary element. However, not all fashion films incorporate narrative, but rather use 
abstract visuals to communicate meaning. The approach used to determine the 
communication of meaning through fashion film requires acknowledging the nature of the 
genre and the nature of fashion as social communicator whose meaning inside and 
outside the fashion should be interpreted in context by understanding the dynamics of the 
text-spectator relationship perspective. The implications of this approach requires defining 
the genre of fashion film, in light of fashion’s complex communication strategies, and will 
be used to guide the approach to determine the basis for analysing Loïe Fuller’s 
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Serpentine Dance (1896) by Louis and Auguste Lumière and Moderat’s Rusty Nails (2009) 
by Pfadfinderei.  
 
2.2.2. How does fashion communicate meaning?  
Although different, fashion, costume and cloth communicate meaning in film because they 
communicate meaning within society. Literature that explores how costume in 
conventional film formats communicate particular meanings will be used to suggest how 
possible parallels might be generated for understanding how fashion communicates in 
fashion film. The location of meaning can be found both “inside” and “outside” of fashion, 
costume and cloth and can be interpreted by understanding how they interrelate. Barnard 
(1996:73) contributes by explaining an interpretation of “inside” as “in the garment or 
ensemble itself” and “outside” as “the garment or ensemble, in some external authority like 
the designer or the wearer”. The physical properties of fashion and costume are 
considered as “inside” characteristics and include fabrication (cloth), detail, silhouette and 
styling. “Outside” considers contextual elements such as perceived value, designers’ 
intentions/status and which format and medium the fashion, costume and cloth are 
presented in. Gilligan (2012:30) writes, “Costume design, fan costuming and fashion are 
complex signifiers offering a range of meanings and pleasures both in and outside of 
media texts”. The communication of meaning and pleasure can be presented in an array of 
media texts (film, print online) and communicate inside the text and outside the text, in 
society.  
The relationship between meaning inside and outside fashion is intrinsically linked. The 
physical characteristics (inside) of designer garments or costumes are made valuable and 
communicate through their perceived status or meaning, which is generated by society 
and media (outside). “The way human beings view the world – their sense of beauty, 
glamour, and elegance – is inseparably linked to the times in which they live”, thus fashion 
designers and costume designers are influenced by their context, meaning that, “[a]lmost 
everything people create has the imprint of the styles and tastes of their era” (Powell in 
Maeder 1987:7).  
Costume is used in conventional film formats to communicate particular meanings and is 
able to do so because clothing and cloth communicate in society. Hollander (1988:1- 27) 
notes that cloth’s role within society has changed and taken on new meanings over the 
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course of history; it communicates by indicating nobility, character or status as rich cotton 
or wool drapery were associated with what the saints and angels wore, and later volumes 
of draped silk and velvet cloth meant wealth, luxury or treasure. Djonov and Van Leeuwen 
(2011: 546-547) explain that the meaning expressed by cloth is influenced by its history, 
knowing where the cloth comes from, how it is made, how it is presented in media and 
what it is associated with through its use. They provide two examples; denim and 
cashmere:  
Once taken out of their original context and introduced into the wardrobes of people 
who were not workers, blue jeans could signify an imaginary identification with 
American cowboys and pioneers, a preference for simplicity and functionality, a 
choice of equality and against class society, or a rebellion against the constrictions 
of traditional bourgeois dress and the values associated with them. Denim could 
even become chic. To give another example, cashmere carries the name of the 
mountainous region (Kashmir) from which this type of wool originates, is a very 
labour-intensive product and was first imported into Europe in the 19th century 
during the time of British colonial rule in the region. As a result, it may be seen as 
pristine, exotic and expensive but also evokes associations with colonization, 
exploitation and so on (ibid.). 
Many people may not know the history of the textiles but they are familiar with what 
they symbolise or represent through their use in society and media. The associated 
meaning of cloth is used in film to articulate meaning about the character, narrative, 
theme and plot through physical properties of a costume’s texture, colour, styling and 
silhouette (Stutesman 2011:17, 22-24). In order to present contemporary fashions or 
replicate a previous period, a great couturier or costume designer uses the best 
material to achieve a desired shape, block, and line and chooses cloth to create the 
“ideal flow, stretch, cling, or billow” of garment (Stutesman 2011:23). 
For example, in the film Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953) silk was utilised in a bias cut 
gown for its “mesmerizing” drape and a silk gown lined with felt was used to create the 
perfect silhouette for a glamorous performing Marilyn Monroe (Stutesman 2011:23-25). 
Other fabrics with different physical properties are used based on their characteristic of 
pattern, colour, and texture. For instance, the upright fibres of a coal-coloured suede cloth 
were constructed into a trench coat and refracted enough light to allow Samuel L. 
Jackson’s police detective character to be seen in the many night shots in Shaft (2000) 
(ibid.). Another example of cloth’s ability to communicate in film is in the television series, 
The Sopranos (1999-2007), whose main character, Tony Soprano, needed to reflect a 
domineering, sexual, violent and unsophisticated New Jersey mafia boss. This was done 
by utilising good quality woven cloth in grey, brown, black and tan tones with diamond and 
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striped patterns, tailored into simple polished lines that “sexualised” his body (ibid.). Greta 
Garbo’s character (Figure 2.2.) in Ninotchka (1939) moves from Russia to Paris and 
“gradually succumbs to the joys of western decadence”.  
 
Figure 2.2. Greta Garbo in Ninotchka (1939)  
The transformation of the character is gradual, initially she is dressed in stiff, structured 
garments made from wool to portray a “disciplinarian”, but with each new outfit she is 
presented in a slightly softer fabric until a dancing, chiffon-gowned Garbo is left portraying 
the character as a “lover” (ibid.). To emphasise a particular character or narrative theme, 
costume designers also use fabric and colour contrasts. In a dream scene from, The 
Manchurian Candidate (1962), well-dressed suburban ladies are contrasted with the 
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uniformed soldiers in a gentle yet “sardonic” garden party setting. The ladies, clad in lightly 
coloured lace and delicate, patterned cottons and chiffons, are used to “signify 
vulnerability”, their garments are juxtaposed by khaki, utility denims and drills used in 
combat uniforms to signify the “brainwashed, deadened soldiers” who on command 
strangle their friend as a test to determine the extent of the brainwashing (ibid.).  
The preceding discussion has established that an interdisciplinary and multidimensional 
approach needs to be taken to analyse fashion on film, as existing methods are premised 
on a one-dimensional approach that classifies narrative as primary and fashion, costume 
and cloth as secondary. In these instances, traditional film and television genres use 
fashion, costume and cloth to articulate meaning, to support a character’s identity or to 
communicate concepts or themes in the narrative.  
To consider the text-spectator relationship acknowledges that fashion, costume and cloth 
are only able to articulate meaning in particular contexts (such as film) based on shared 
codes of meaning. Shared codes of meaning are established by the social system in which 
the fashions, costume and cloth are presented. For example “wool” does not always 
represent a “disciplinarian” (as in Ninotchka), as a fibre it can be knitted into a soft blanket 
to represent comfort and warmth. The meanings thus conveyed by the physical qualities 
“inside” the fashion are reliant on the meaning generated “outside” the fashion by its use 
and associated meanings. The communication of meaning through costume and cloth in 
film is always context specific. When interpreting the meanings of fashion, costume and 
cloth in film, the audience translates what they see with what they have seen before, 
perhaps in media such as art, film, theatre, literature and history. Audiences associate the 
fashion, costume and cloth in the visuals with their familiar frame of reference, thus the 
process of cross-referencing (outside the actual film visuals) supports the generation of 
meaning of the themes, concepts and characters developed in the narrative of films.  
What does this mean about fashion film and films that use cloth, the body and movement 
as the dominant communicators? The implications for fashion film and creative films and 
abstract music videos are that it should be acknowledged that the communication of 
meaning with fashion, costume and cloth needs to be prioritised as a location of meaning. 
It also means that the genre and narrative structures of fashion film need to be understood 
in order to analyse what the contents of fashion film communicate and how these can be 
interpreted through understanding their associated meaning inside and outside the film.   
 24 
2.3. Determining the characteristics of fashion film  
Fashion film will be explored to determine what characteristics communicate meaning. The 
conventional genre/narrative structures are not applicable for the analysis of fashion film 
until the defining characteristics of fashion film are considered. The characteristics of 
fashion film are discussed broadly in the media and no clear definitions of fashion film 
have been identified in formal academic literature. In developing a basis on which to 
understand the characteristics of fashion film, interviews and articles featuring fashion film 
industry leaders Diane Pernet, Nick Knight, Ruth Hogben and Suzy Menkes will be used. 
These fashion film industry leaders may not be academics but they are actively involved in 
the creation and facilitation of fashion film. Although conflicted and complex, the fashion 
film industry leaders have also been vocal commentators in the media and have 
contributed to debates about the genre, its purpose and characteristics, which collectively 
have supported defining the genre.  
 
2.3.1 Fashion film as it is interpreted by industry leaders  
Knight, Hogben, Pernet and Menkes are contributing to the definition and exploration into 
fashion film as filmmakers (Hogben and Knight), facilitators (Pernet of ASVOFF) and 
fashion critic (Menkes). There are many opinions of what fashion film is and how it 
communicates, and those who are vocal about the genre are in no way unanimous in their 
views of fashion film and its characteristics. For this reason these four fashion film industry 
leaders will be validated as key figures whose varied and contrasting views can be 
considered pertinent. It is in this conflict of beliefs concerning various focal areas of 
fashion film that discourse arises to reveal the common elements or characteristics of 
fashion film, three of which will be used to assist in determining its function and definition 
as well as an understanding how it potentially communicates meaning.  
Articles and interviews were sourced featuring the identified fashion film industry leaders; 
these were then used to correlate findings pertaining to how they saw fashion film’s 
character, function and purpose as a “genre” (Kansara 2009:26). Articles were sourced 
online from sites such as The Business of Fashion whose authors, Amed (2010) and 
Kansara (2009), are cited for their fashion film focused articles and interviews with Pernet, 
Knight and Hogben. Knight’s website SHOWstudio has many fashion film focused 
interviews, forum discussion scripts and essays by fashion professionals. Those used here 
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are by Black (2010), Britten (2010), Marks (2010) and Ferguson (2009). Other key 
interviews with Knight were sourced from Hooper (2006) and O’Neill (2007). Articles by 
Menkes include Don’t forget the clothes (2011), Is a runway show really necessary? 
(2010a) and Fashion films become the hottest new accessories (2010b). Young (2010) 
shares Pernet’s thoughts in Lucrative Luxury via Fashion Film (2010) and Hogben’s views 
are expressed in an interview with Kisa Lala (2010) for the Spread ArtCulture website 
which explores innovators in contemporary culture.  
The “doyenne of fashion film”, Pernet, was selected for her emphasis on the fundamental 
features of film and the importance of quality fashion (Leon 2010:2). Pernet has been a 
fashion designer, editor, filmmaker and journalist but it was as a blogger that she 
cemented “her reputation as being ahead of the game” (ibid.). The limited avenues 
available to market conceptual fashion were Pernet’s early inspiration to start blogging, 
with an aim to promote a “democratic fashion industry” by supporting emerging fashion 
designers (Leon 2010:1). However it was Pernet’s passion for film and love of fashion that 
paved the way for the launch of the ASVOFF festival. Having had experience in various 
areas of the fashion industry, Pernet’s overriding philosophy about fashion film is that the 
fashion must be “paramount and shown in the most interesting and original context” 
(Kershaw 2011:14). Pernet’s experience in film both as a costume designer and filmmaker 
contributes to her view that fashion film should draw from the “fundamentals of filmmaking” 
and emphasises elements such as “cinematography techniques”, “direction, lighting, 
acting, script, sound … and the importance of the pace of editing” (Pernet in Kershaw 
2011:14). She is also of the opinion that a fashion film “near or over two minutes needs to 
have some form of narrative to keep the viewer engaged” (Amed 2010:4). Simultaneously, 
she says, the quality of the film and the quality of the fashion need to be good in order to 
create a unique form of fashion “entertainment” (Pernet in Kershaw 2011:14). While her 
views about fashion film are not unusual expectations of film, they contrast with the views 
of fashion filmmakers with photographic backgrounds such as Knight and Hogben.   
Knight is described as “the godfather of fashion film” and is known to be a pioneer in the 
fashion film industry (Qureshi 2010:1). He prioritises showing fashion content as a process 
and the accessibility of the Internet to communicate fashion that is moving rather than still. 
Entering the industry in the1970s as a fashion photographer, Knight has been producing 
fashion films on, and for, his website, SHOWstudio: The home of fashion film, for the last 
10 years (Davis 2010:8; Fleming 2010:10; Qureshi 2010:1). Through SHOWstudio, Knight 
promotes the genre of fashion film and provides a free, easily accessible platform on 
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which fashion film and all its varied contents can be made available to a growing global 
audience. SHOWstudio “uses film as a means of opening up the fashion process, and 
shows filmed interviews and examples of designers, stylists, and photographers at work, 
demonstrating and demystifying the creative process in action” (Bancroft 2010:129). In 
contrast to Pernet, Knight’s extensive experience as a photographer, for which he was 
awarded an Officer of the Order of the British Empire (OBE), has resulted in his priority for 
fashion film being in the dynamic relationship between the designer, their fashions and its 
communication as a moving image (Fleming 2010:12; Martin 2005:1). His fascination with 
fashion and movement has allowed him the opportunity to collaborate with leading labels 
such as Alexander McQueen, Christian Dior and John Galliano (Martin 2005:1). 
Also coming from a photographic background and invariably influenced by her tutelage 
from Knight, Ruth Hogben is of the view that fashion film should be like a moving 
photograph where the focus is always on the fashion. Hogben is a recognised fashion 
filmmaker and was mentioned by Worth Global Style Network (WGSN) as the most 
influential creative talent in the fashion film industry (Davis 2010:3-6).  
 
 
Figure 2.3. Still images from Ruth Hogben films to indicate her editing techniques 
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In 2009, Hogben won the “communications” prize at the ASVOFF festival and since then 
the media attention has allowed her to be a vocal advocate for the genre. Her views of 
fashion film are expressed by her intentions to change perceptions of the sexualised 
female body through the medium. She says: “There is a fine line between exploitation and 
celebration” in the use of female form, sexuality and nudity as a marketing tool in media 
(Hogben in Lala 2010:23). With fashion as the focus, her films are considered 
experimental and her photographic experience has promoted the development of various 
editing techniques that have become synonymous with fashion film (Davis 2010:5). These 
include duplicating and repeating an image many times to create visual kaleidoscopes. 
These editing techniques are a source of praise and criticism, particularly from within the 
fashion film industry. This is not the only point on which the industry leaders’ views differ. 
Hogben believes that adding a narrative to fashion films could detract from the fashion. 
She says, “Rather than film, it’s better to think about fashion: what makes a good fashion 
communication? It’s exactly the same as a photograph” (Amed 2010:5). Due to these 
disparate views, it is the role of commentators such as Menkes to dispel concerns and 
contribute critically to the debates.  
Suzy Menkes is described as “fashion’s authority” by nytimes.com (2012:1) and as fashion 
editor for the International Herald Tribune for 20 years and author of The Royal Jewels, 
The Windsor Style (1987) and Queen and Country (1993), her views of fashion and 
fashion film are highly regarded. Menkes was initially openly sceptical of the impact of 
globalisation and the Internet on fashion media as it disturbed the hierarchy systems that 
distribute fashion communication (Ferguson 2009:13). She has since adjusted her views 
of fashion film, as she believes it is able to contribute to creating an emotional connection 
between the fashion garment/industry and the audience. Menkes suggests that fashion 
film has developed as a result of a need for a new form of fashion communication that 
does not rely on “catwalk shows, with zombie-faced models walking up and down” with “no 
interaction between clothes and audience” (Menkes 2010a:17). She believes that effective 
communication requires more engagement between the wearer/model, the 
concept/clothing and the audience/buyer. Menkes (2011:1) says the success of fashion 
film is measured by its ability to evoke emotion and believes that fashion film coupled with 
sound and movement can “contribute to fashion rather than just reflect it”. She also 
illustrates that although the format has many potential marketing advantages it also has its 
limitations, in that film is not adequately able to show the texture and fibres or cloth. These 
include the blurring lines between story-telling, art, culture, advertising and marketing 
which can confuse and mislead viewers.  
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Fashion film can be advertisement or concept film, it is a format free of prescribed 
boundaries. Pernet (2009:1) says: “There are no rules in fashion film, no established 
conventions or constraints”. Fashion film is presented in the media as runway shows, 
backstage footage, interviews, documentaries, music videos, feature films, experimental 
films and advertisements (Honigman 2009:6; Kershaw 2011:1; Pernet 2009:1). Specific 
films with these film genres are associated with the genre of fashion film because they 
emphasise fashion as a communication device or theme within the film. Fashion film is 
presented in the media as creative avant-garde expressions of fashion, beauty and style, 
as a form of product or brand promotion, or as a collection showcase. Fashion film also 
presents fashion as theme or character, as a medium that uses fashion, costume and 
cloth to express stories and conceptual ideas and as a format that provides insights into 
designers, brands and various gatekeepers of the fashion industry. Because the spectrum 
of fashion film incorporates a broad interpretation of fashion and film, fashion film can be 
understood as advertising or creative expression. There are many films that are positioned 
in the space between advertising or creative expression as well as being considered both 
advertising and creative expression at the same time. It is on the periphery of the genre 
that the films chosen for analysis in this study can be located. 
Consequently the following elements can be highlighted as common characteristics of 
fashion film.  
• First and foremost was that fashion film functions as a form of fashion 
communication, it provides an opportunity for designers to have more control over 
the way their clothing is portrayed and allows a balance between communicating 
the concept behind a collection and the actual collection itself to be found.  
• The other characteristics were that the medium of film allows a certain level of 
freedom to experiment with proportions, shape, sculpture, scale, depth and space, 
editing, active performance, movement and sound.  
• When these are combined with the figure/body/human element, they can 
communicate fashion differently from stills and runway shows and potentially create 
an emotional association between the visuals and the audience.  
• Fashion film is also said to provide a format for “a true artistic expression” as the 
distribution channels where the films are shown and accessed, i.e. online, mean 
that films can be uploaded and viewed on various free open source sites without 
the scrutiny of editors and publishers who often control the print media (Knight in 
Menkes 2010a:21). 
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The above characteristics might provide insight into the defining qualities of fashion film. 
Pernet’s focus on the techniques of film and fashion, Knight’s concern of concept 
communication and movement of fashion and the body, Hogben’s portrayal of the female 
form and communication of the physical characteristics of the garment and Menkes’s 
emphasis on meaningful connections between audience and content all contribute to the 
“contradictory meanings” mentioned in the opening associated with the function and 
purpose of the fashion film genre (Church Gibson 2011:5).  This discussion provides a 
context to understanding the contradictory meanings associated with fashion film 
(originally mentioned in Chapter 1, page 2). Although the industry leaders’ viewpoints 
regarding the definition of fashion film contrast, it is where similar characteristics are 
identified that an understanding of fashion film can be gained. However all the industry 
leaders highlighted the propriety of fashion as the fundamental point of departure for 
fashion film. 
 
2.3.2. Fashion, costume and cloth communicate meaning in fashion film 
As a characteristic of fashion film, it needs to be acknowledged that fashion 
incorporates a variety of forms and performs a number of fashion communication 
functions. Bruzzi and Church Gibson (2006:16) say that “clothes have become an 
alternative language; they are no longer simply a means of reflecting meaning, 
rather a way of creating meanings and different levels of resonance”. It is in both real 
life and in film that the relationship between cloth, fashion and the body is able to 
invoke a connection between the viewer, the content and the communication of 
meaning. Because fashion is a term used to explain a social phenomenon, which is 
also a commercial industry and a cultural artefact, determining what communicates 
meaning in fashion film is complex. Although fashion is understood as a social 
phenomenon, its use in fashion film also concerns clothing, costume and body 
coverings such as tattoos, accessories and cloth. At the same time fashion film also 
presents areas of the fashion industry, such as fashion communication and 
promotion. Fashion and modes of dress are able to communicate within a particular 
context and are affected by the intended purpose of the fashion communication 
either to promote sales or to act as an evocative communicator of meaning in avant-
garde expressions. 
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According to the selected fashion film industry leaders, it is the notion of fashion and its 
various manifestations that binds the diverse filmed formats under the fashion film genre. 
For instance, Pernet is concerned with the democratic communication of conceptual 
fashion through unmediated platforms such as the Internet and feels that fashion film 
allows fashion a form of unbiased expression (Honigman 2009:1-13). Knight is concerned 
with showing fashion in a way that is not exclusionary and is driven by a concept (Martin 
2005:1-12). Hogben is focused on fashion as the initial point of departure and the 
dominant communicator of fashion film, and says, “When I start to do a film, it’s always led 
by the clothes” (Kansara 2009:14). Menkes (2011:2) concurs, but acknowledges the 
adoption of modern media needs to be conducted with the priority on fashion. She states: 
“As the catwalk moves into cyber space, there should be one dictum: Don’t forget the 
clothes!” (ibid.). Therefore when analysing fashion and its forms in film, one needs to rely 
on the theory, which suggests that fashion communicates meaning within its context as 
well as through its physical properties.  
Because fashion films can be genre-bending and take the format of music videos, short 
films, conceptual films and/or advertisements, it means that each of these formats has a 
particular purpose in communicating a particular aspect about fashion, costume, cloth and 
the fashion industry. It also means that fashion, costume and cloth can communicate 
differently in each context. In the same way as in film, music videos make use of the 
medium of fashion, costume and cloth as a symbolic and aesthetic tool to communicate 
the concepts developed in the music (only when fashion is a theme or a key feature is it 
fashion, rather than costume). Fashion films are also used as promotional tools to 
encourage the sale of fashion items. Fashion film uses a combination of collection items, 
brand identity, product placement, celebrity models and luxurious fabrics, such as 
cashmere, to promote notions of exclusivity, perceived value and thus status to establish 
hierarchy systems within the fashion industry. The short film and conceptual film formats of 
fashion film are considered by the fashion industry leaders as “true” fashion film and are 
created for the purpose of communicating fashion, as a “reflection” of a designer, stylist, 
artist or filmmaker’s view of fashion, style or beauty (Pernet 2009:1; Church Gibson 
2011:5). These fashion films are often created as an avant-garde expression and may 
implement alternative aesthetic techniques utilising obscure fashion and abstracted 
visuals. Often fashion films that are more expressive do not use traditional narrative plots 
or story-telling techniques but rather articulate a possible mood, idea, philosophy, meaning 
or concept by using fashion, costume or cloth as a metaphor or a symbol for something 
not presented in the film or as a reiteration (Hollander 1988:xv). In fashion film, the 
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fashion, costume and cloth act as a primary communicator (Pernet 2009:1). In fashion 
films, with no clear narrative, fashion, costume and cloth communicate in place of the 
narrative and articulate meaning. The visuals (including the fashion) in fashion films 
communicate meaning related to the latest fashion collections, trends, concepts and 
themes or communicate possible symbolic meaning as abstract or avant-garde 
expressions unrelated to current trends. 
Just as fashion, costume and cloth are used in conventional film genres to support the 
characterisation, the narrative and concepts, the use and communication of meaning 
through these mediums in fashion film is emphasised as they communicate elements that 
would normally be communicated in character, narrative and plot (which are often not 
used in fashion film due to the short format and duration and the emphasis on fashion). 
For Hogben, fashion filmmaking, whether as advertisements or conceptual fashion 
expressions, should be approached from the perspective that “everything [in a fashion film] 
is led by shape, movement, style and the woman inside the dress” (Hogben in Kansara 
2009:14, 27). She also explains that it is important for the filmmaker to really “understand 
what a pencil skirt means to a woman, or what ankle socks communicate” as these are the 
fundamental communicators in films communicating predominantly with fashion (ibid.).  
 
2.3.3. Fashion film communicates using the human body   
Fashion’s relationship with the body can be understood as complicated; fashion relies on 
the body to present itself but the body it relies on needs to be a certain kind of body, at the 
same time the body communicates meaning using fashion, costume and cloth. Bruzzi and 
Church Gibson (2006:16) note that fashion displayed in a museum, without the body, “is to 
divest them of a primary level of signification”. Marks (2010:6) says that “without the body, 
clothes are rendered meaningless”, while Black (2010:2) states, “only when displayed and 
preened by its proud wearer does fashion come alive”.  
The fashion film industry leaders acknowledge the fundamental connection between 
fashion and the body, and thus emphasise the body and fashion film as intrinsically linked 
in the communication of meaning in fashion film. Hogben expresses that the physical 
characteristic of the body and the “woman inside the dress” are vital to the communication 
of meaning in fashion film, not only a sexualised object but also a celebration of form and 
beauty (Hogben in Kansara 2009:14, 27). “There is a fine line between exploitation and 
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celebration” says Hogben (Hogben in Lala 2010:23). Hogben feels that fashion film can 
express the female body in a way that is not always sexualised because the female form, 
sexuality and nudity are often used as marketing tools in media to promote consumption 
(ibid.). Knight feels that fashion film can contribute to expressing inclusive notions of 
beauty and the body (in Kansara 2010:12). Menkes (2010b:10) feels that fashion film 
allows models to communicate effectively, more so than in fashion shows and stills. She 
says: “You can get the models to be even more expressive and do it all in a more concise 
way” (ibid.).  
Calefato (2004:91) says, “every sign on the body of a character has a precise meaning 
linked to social characterization, historical identity, grotesque emphasis, transformation in 
terms of personality or feeling” which support the character, period, theme or narrative in 
film. “Every sign on the body” includes the shape and proportions of the body and face, the 
colours of the skin and the hair, the textures of the skin as well as those elements covering 
the skin. The physical characteristics of the body communicate in that they are attributed 
values based on social constructions of beauty and gender and these signifiers are used 
in fashion film to express meaning. The physicality of the moving body also communicates 
meaning based on the intimate relationship between the body and cloth through fashion or 
costume. 
Fashion, costume and cloth communicate with the body in film as they move and articulate 
meaning together, as interrelated elements. Pundir (2007:73) explains that “Clothing has 
been called the ‘second skin’ in recognition of the intimate connection with people’s 
physical and physiological comfort” and this relationship is used in fashion film to 
communicate meaning and engage viewers. Often the fit and texture of a garment is 
shown in fashion film with film techniques such as close-ups, slow motion or edited 
repetitions. These techniques are often used to illustrate detail and the point of contact 
between the cloth and the body so that the “consumers can get a real feel for the clothes – 
not just the way they look, but how they fit and move on the body” (Horton 2008:24). The 
fit and texture of fashion, costume and cloth communicates through techniques as the 
viewer is given time to determine the type of cloth (visuals) based on their personal “bodily 
experience of texture” in their daily life (Djonov and Van Leeuwen 2011:547). A viewer 
could possibly interpret how cloth feels based on their understanding of the cloth of a 
garment when it is touched by the hand or experienced on the skin of the body. Previous 
physical experiences of cloth and the body allow one to develop an understanding of cloth 
based on the sensations of the cloth on the skin and associated meanings. When a film 
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uses cloth, the viewer relates the cloth in the film to their previous associations and 
experiences of the cloth to determine either a positive or negative interpretation of a 
textile. This very intimate communication is understood and interpreted by the designers in 
the creation of garments that are based on their own meanings associated with cloth, the 
body and fashion/costume which Knight (in Davis 2010:9) describes as the “intimate 
narrative of the garment”.   
The viewer’s previous contact with cloth or their perceived understanding of cloth helps the 
film articulate meaning about a garment, in a possibly erotic or sensual manner. Lala 
(2010:1) states that fashion film can communicate a close relationship between the body 
and the cloth and she says fashion films “which emphasized the sensuality of both the 
fabric and the wearer” can effectively communicate meaning. Bruzzi and Church Gibson 
(2006:16) write that fashion, costume or cloth in film “can provide a perfect medium for 
displaying the tactile and even erotic possibilities of dress”. The “erotic possibilities” of 
cloth and costume can be used effectively in film through editing techniques, as Hogben 
regularly uses in her own film, she says, “the movement when it is slowed down is very 
erotic. You get to really see how the human body moves” (Hogben in Lala 2010:12). 
Seeing how the body and cloth moves is used in fashion film to articulate meaning and 
express symbolic interpretation. 
 
 2.3.4. Fashion film communicates using movement  
The moving content in fashion film communicates using various kinds of movement. These 
include movements of the body, the clothing, the camera movements and editing 
techniques. Communicators, whether from a fashion, photography or film perspective, all 
share the view that seeing fashion move was a major motivation for the development of 
the fashion film genre as a means of adding depth to the way clothing as an artefact is 
communicated. Calefato (2004:103) states that fashion and film are more suited than 
photography which “contains all reality and doesn’t allow the gaze the privilege of selection 
and hierarchy in representation”. She says, “In its movement, cinema is close to fashion, 
itself an art of movement”. Film can be seen as a moving image, that shows filmed 
movement and is “concerned by definition with the movement of the gaze” and fashion (as 
a social phenomenon) is ephemeral and is always changing (i.e. moving) (ibid.).  
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Knight and Hogben agree that fashion film satisfies the function of communicating fashion 
in the way that it is designed to be worn and used on a moving body and is thus presented 
as a moving garment. Knight says that “clothes are designed to be seen in movement” and 
“fashion is created to move. Showing that movement isn’t possible in print” (in Kansara 
2010:7 and in Hooper 2006:1). He also states: “We can now show fashion moving, 
whereas for the last fifty or so years it has, to some degree, been only shown as a still 
image; and one could argue that that stillness is a compromise to the understanding of 
that piece of clothing” (Knight in O’Neill 2007:19).  
Hogben emphasises that “making the right movement for the right piece of clothing” is vital 
in the communication process as the relationship between the garment and the movement 
need to be carefully choreographed to communicate the right message. The movement of 
the body and cloth is used in fashion film to illustrate both symbolic and aesthetic 
meanings. A garment with “strong and solid” qualities needs to be communicated with 
movements that support the characteristics of the garment (Hogben in Kansara 2009:14). 
For example, Dynamic Blooms (Figure 2.4), a fashion film by Nick Knight and Tell No One 
(a collaborative team made up of Luke White and Remi Weekes) includes the twirling 
movements of two contemporary dancers, one of whom is wearing various billowing 
chiffon gowns that are used to communicate concepts around blossoming spring flowers 
and the intricate delicacy of nature (SHOWstudio 2011).   
 
Figure 2.4. Dynamic Blooms by Nick Knight and Tell No One (2011)  
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Britten (2010:5) explains that the use of dancers in Dynamic Blooms is not uncommon in 
fashion film as more dancers, actors and non-models (real people) are being used, people 
who are able to dance, emote and perform. Knight feels that the performance of creating 
fashion film can be very expressive, and says, “a whole series of gestures and body 
shapes” are used in fashion film because “the physical performance is enormously 
important” (Knight in O’Neill 2007:26).  
Movement can be considered in terms of the film content (i.e. what is shown in the visuals) 
but also in terms of film as a format concerned with movement. Fourie (1996:142-144) 
refers to three kinds “picturisation through movement”; the first is “picturisation through 
primary movements” which are the movements of the camera along its x- (horizontal), y- 
(vertical) and z- (depth) axes (ibid.). “Picturisation through secondary movement” is 
movement on cameras mounted on tripods in the form of zoom, pan or tracking. Lastly 
“picturisation through tertiary movement” is framing, editing and syntagmatic combinations 
that communicate meaning (ibid.). The pace set by editing shots into scenes with editing 
techniques such as cuts and wipes also signify meaning in film along with the camera 
movements (Calefato 2004:103). In addition to the signifiers of the body and cloth in 
movement, the camera movements guide the viewer’s gaze and the editing and 
syntagmatic film combinations also contribute to the communication of meaning through 
the filmic device. Acknowledging the role of the camera movements in communicating 
meaning is important as they contribute to the communication of concepts in Serpentine 
Dance and Rusty Nails as both films utilise vastly different camera movement techniques.  
The pace of movement is often adjusted in fashion film to draw attention to certain 
elements of the fashion, costume or cloth because in “real-time you don’t get to appreciate 
a crease or a movement” (Hogben in Lala 2010:13). Editing is slowed down in some 
fashion film and it gives “the audience time to breathe it (movement and fashion) in. But it 
does push it away from reality” (Hogben in Lala 2010:13). Hogben’s own endeavours as a 
fashion filmmaker have produced a stylistic editing technique which makes use of 
repeating an image at increased or decreased tempo, for the sake of accentuation and this 
has become synonymous with fashion film editing techniques (Lala 2010:13). This style of 
editing is considered to be a way of removing the clothing or the concept from reality and 
elevating it to a somewhat abstracted expression of fashion (Lala 2010:13). Pernet and 
Allan are concerned that not all filmmakers active in the field understand the importance of 
“the pace of editing” and make use of editing gimmicks rather than focusing on valuable 
content and film technique (in Amed 2010:4). 
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The movement can also be edited in order to create an image that is sensual and 
emotional. For instance, when the movements are slowed down it “is very erotic” as one 
“get[s] to really see how the human body moves” (Lala 2010:12). The fine line between 
how movement communicates and the “freedom of expression in the way the model feels 
as a woman inside the clothes” needs to be navigated according to the filmmaker’s 
intention (Hogben in Lala 2010:11). However, Hogben says that, “everybody’s just sort of 
realizing that it doesn’t have to be still and I think people are realizing how incredibly 
powerful that is” (in Kansara 2009:24).  
The characteristics of fashion film are still being recognised and determined in formal 
academia, (informal being newspaper articles, blogs, websites) but all make use of 
fashion/costume/cloth used in combination with the body and movement to communicate 
concepts and ideas associated with fashion and the fashion industry. The characteristics 
rely on their interrelated connection to each other to engage viewers and rely on meaning 
generated inside (the physical properties) and outside (in the context) the characteristics 
to articulate direct interpretation or symbolic meaning.  
 
2.4. Chapter summary 
This chapter provided a literature review which was used to contextualise the study by 
exploring how fashion, costume and cloth communicate in cinema and television as a 
basis for understanding how meaning is communicated in fashion film. The chapter also 
acknowledged that fashion, costume and cloth are social and cultural artefacts that 
communicate meaning in the context of society, which allows them to communicate in film. 
Audiences associate the visuals in the film with their familiar frame of reference to 
understand meaning. The literature review further acknowledged that literal and figurative 
meaning could be communicated through fashion, costume and cloth in film and fashion 
films with or without obvious narrative or genre structures. It was established that fashion 
film has many manifestations and incorporates many new and already established film 
genres. Fashion film is established here as a genre of fashion communication that uses 
fashion, costume and cloth as primary rather than secondary communication devices.  
The defining characteristics of fashion film were established by referencing four fashion 
film industry leaders: Diane Pernet, Ruth Hogben, Nick Knight and Suzy Menkes. The 
review of the literature explored the characteristics of fashion film and established that the 
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communication of fashion, costume and cloth rely on their relationship with the body and 
their combined interrelated movements to communicate in society and thus allow them to 
communicate in film. The defining characteristics of cloth, the body and movement will be 
used in this study as the criteria to guide the analysis of Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails 
as films considered on the periphery of the fashion film genre. With the disparate 
emphasis expressed by the industry leaders on how fashion film is defined and what its 
functions and purpose as fashion communication are, one emphasis being focused on the 
clothes and the other on the filmic medium, it seems appropriate to consider both codes of 
content (fashion and film) in establishing how fashion communicates meaning in fashion 
film. Thus Chapter 3 provides the methodology that will take into account the signifying 
properties of fashion and film using semiotics as a tool to analyse the film’s codes of 
content (visuals such as cloth, the body and movement). 
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CHAPTER 3 
SEMIOTICS AS A TOOL TO ANALYSE FILM 
 
3.1. Introduction 
The main aim of this chapter is to formulate a method of reading fashion film in order to 
analyse and compare how Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails use cloth, the body and 
movement to communicate meaning. The method devised will be guided by the 
implications of the discussions in Chapter 2 which found that fashion communicates 
meaning in relation to its physical characteristics and its use in a particular context. The 
result of this is that the fashion in the film and the film itself both contribute to the 
communication of meaning, and that fashion signifies different meanings in different 
situations. This suggests that the communicator, content and context need to be 
considered to determine what possible symbolic meanings can be communicated by cloth, 
the body and movement in fashion film.  
These findings will guide the extraction of data from Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails so 
that their use of cloth, the body and movement to communicate possible symbolic 
meaning can be understood. The methodology employs a communications perspective 
and a visual semiotic approach for the analysis of the films drawn from a communication 
studies approach in Pieter J. Fourie’s Introduction to Communication: Course Book 3 
Communication and the Production of Meaning (1996). Within the text, particular focus will 
be given to the chapter, What is Communication? A Semiotic Perspective, to explore how 
the communication process can be analysed (Fourie 1996:1-34). The chapter Semiotic 
Instruments explores how semiotics and the communication perspective are interrelated 
(Fourie 1996:35-87), and from Nonverbal Communication and Meaning Du Plooy 
(1996:112-155) explores the techniques required for conducting a visual semiotic analysis 
of film.  
 
3.2. Research design  
In order to adequately investigate how meaning is communicated in fashion film a 
communications perspective and semiotic analysis will be employed for the proposed 
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study. This approach is taken as no existing method of fashion film analysis became 
apparent in the literature review, particularly with the focus on the movement of cloth and 
the body.  
Fourie’s (1996:3) approach to the analysis of communication is rooted in communication 
studies and considers a holistic view of the generation, transfer and consumption of 
meaning, based on a particular context. To gain an understanding of fashion film, a 
qualitative data collection method will be devised based on Fourie’s (1996:1-21) 
communications perspective, which places the communicators of the films, the content of 
the films and the recipient of the films in context, to determine how they collectively 
contribute to the communication of meaning. However for this study the communicators, 
the content and the context will be explored as well as the interrelationship of the selected 
characteristics of cloth, body and movement.  
The content of each film will be analysed using analytical terminology established for 
visual semiotics by Du Plooy (1996). The visual semiotic approach used for the analysis of 
the chosen films will allow for detailed description of how meaning was communicated in 
the codes of content and codes of form of the two films. The analytical terminologies that 
govern which signs and codes are analysed will be adjusted so that they apply specifically 
to the characteristics of fashion film and the aims of the study.  
The relationship between the communications perspective and semiotics is expressed in 
Figure 3.1 Visualisation of the research design to explain how they can be understood in 
the communication process. The diagram in Figure 3.1 was developed specifically for this 
study and is based on Fourie’s communications perspective. It indicates the elements of 
the communications perspective and will be used as a guide to introduce the films, the 
communicators of the films and the context of the films, by looking at the social, cultural, 
political and economic circumstances of each. Semiotics will be used to analyse the film 
content, and how meaning is communicated through signs and codes, with particular 
reference to the characteristics of cloth, body and movement. The diagram illustrates the 
whole communication pathway. This study will not incorporate a recipient study but will 
rather reflect briefly on possible intended recipient consumption. The top row separates 
the content under analysis and indicates the roles of the communicator, the content and 
the recipient in the communication process. The grey blocks in the top row (three shades 
of grey in content under analysis) represent the contexts that influence the communicator, 
the film and recipient. Each context can be different and unrelated to the others however, 
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each influences the other and each influences the communication of meaning. The context 
and the communicator will influence the intended meaning of the film, which influences 
what meaning is communicated by the film, and the context of the recipient will influence 
what meaning is interpreted from the film. The bottom row indicates how semiotics is 
positioned within the communications perspective as a method of analysis for the film 
content.  
 
Figure 3.1.  Visualisation of the research design (Coates 2012)  
 
3.3. Films selected for analysis  
Understanding how the body and cloth interact in motion can create potential perceptions 
– this chapter reflects on how to analyse two films that express possible 
perceptions/interpretations through this interaction. Thus two films that rely on the 
interrelated use of cloth, the body and movement to communicate meaning, as dominant 
communicators were selected for analysis.  
Two things need to be considered for the selection of data for this study. First, 
“Semiological studies require extensive knowledge of the type of image the case studies 
will examine” (Rose 2007:78). The second draws on a discussion by Rose (2007:79) who 
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explains that selecting samples for semiotic analysis is often based on how “conceptually 
interesting they are”. She writes that  
semiologists choose their images on the basis of how conceptually interesting they 
are, it seems. There is no concern among semiologists to find images that are 
statistically representative of a wider set of images, for example, as there is in 
content analysis. Images are interpreted in close relation to semiological theory, 
and the discussion of particular images is often directed at exemplifying analytical 
points. Thus semiology very often takes the form of detailed case studies of 
relatively few images, and the case study stands or falls on its analytical integrity 
and interest rather than on its applicability to a wide range of material.  
The “exemplifying analytical point” of this study is to understand how the interrelated use 
of cloth, the body and movement can communicate possible symbolic meaning as 
dominant communicators. The selection of films is invariably influenced by the 
“exemplifying analytical point”, which is established by the research questions while also 
aiming to choose films that are “conceptually interesting” (ibid.). Serpentine Dance (1896) 
by Louis and Auguste Lumière and Moderat’s music video Rusty Nails (2009) produced by 
Pfadfinderei are the films selected for analysis. Although the selected films may not 
directly inform a “purist” conceptualisation of fashion film, they have the potential to be 
positioned within the alternative or experimental approach to the fashion film genre (Pernet 
in Young 2010:7).  
Mitry (2000:1) confirms, “At the time (1895), the cinema was just a machine for recording 
and reproducing movement”. The Lumière brothers, Louis (1862-1954) and Auguste 
(1864-1948), captured one specific example of this phenomenon in 1896, of performance 
artist Loïe Fuller’s dance titled Serpentine Dance (Spalink 2010:31 and Barsam 1992:6). 
Through Fuller’s skilful manipulation of volumes of silk fabric which she fashioned into 
billowing capes, veils and skirts, she was able to create and communicate “images of 
phantoms, wings, birds, gemstones, water, and flowers” which formed “the fundamental 
metaphors that are echoed throughout many of the early descriptions of Fuller’s 
performances in Paris” (Albright 2007:38). Even though at the time it was technically fairly 
rudimentary, film brought the delicate complexities of Fuller’s work to life and immortalised 
it for future generations.  
Although Fuller’s Serpentine Dance predates the emergence of fashion film in the strict 
sense, her filmed performance exemplifies what the study aims to explore, namely the way 
“an intimate narrative of the garment is created”, to use Knight’s words, through the filmic 
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representation of the body in movement and its relationship to cloth (in Davis 2010:9). 
Spalink (2010:31) describes how this relationship is displayed in the film. She writes:  
In Fuller’s Serpentine Dance, her body appeared to be both present and absent 
while she danced ... In this film (Serpentine Dance), Fuller dances in her famous 
costume composed of billowing fabric with wands attached to the sleeves so that 
she is able to manipulate and extend the costume above her head and diagonally to 
the sides. In the film, Fuller dances and as her body becomes enveloped in fabric it 
eventually disappears, and as the fabric continues to move her body eventually 
reappears. The motion of the dance and the movement of the fabric along with the 
play of light and shadow cause Fuller’s body to be both visible and invisible, both 
absent and present. When her body is not present it appears as though there is a 
whirling colourful “other” on stage, not a body or a human, but an abstraction of the 
human form. Eventually, her body will briefly come into view again and thus remind 
the spectator there is indeed a human body performing onstage. However, then the 
body will evanesce and all the eye will perceive is the whoosh of colorful perpetual 
motion as the body disappears, reappears, and disappears (ibid). 
Although it may be unfounded – and indeed unnecessary to suggest Fuller’s performance 
is the prototypical ‘fashion film’ – in Serpentine Dance the potential of fashion film to 
communicate through fabric, the body and movement, thereby conjuring emotional 
associations, is apparent. Although Fuller’s performance may entail different movements, 
different cloth, and the conjuring of different emotions, which are transmitted through 
radically different technologies of communication, an analysis of Serpentine Dance helps 
to pose the question: what (and how) can a body in cloth and in movement, communicate 
when filmed? Is this not precisely the question we would want to pose to fashion film?  
Another example of film that uses moving cloth and the body captured on film, as a 
possible symbolic interpretation of meaning is the music video for Moderat’s Rusty Nails. 
The use of moving cloth, the body and sound are used expressively to communicate the 
lyrics for their song, Rusty Nails (2009). Moderat is a Berlin-based electro-collaboration 
who worked closely with the design collective Pfadfinderei to conceptualise and produce 
the audio-visuals for the Moderat (self titled) album (Schulte-Peevers 2010:68). Garcia 
(2009:2) describes the album as having a “damaged” “emotional curve” because it “will 
manipulate you to feel certain things that require attention to be assimilated”. This he says 
is due to the “textures” and “layers” created by their “strange” dark ethereal style (Garcia 
2009:1). This description could also be used to emphasise the characteristics of the 
visuals for Rusty Nails. Pfadfinderei (which means path finder in German) chose to use 
cloth draped in various ways, mostly over a faceless male and female protagonist to 
communicate the story of a relationship (expressed in lyrics). The result is a minimalistic 
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character with abstract meaning that is open for interpretation (Seebald and Wendland 
2010:1). 
Rusty Nails was chosen because it is a contemporary example of where cloth is used in an 
abstract way to communicate meaning in the context of the other signifiers of the music 
video. Music video and fashion film have an interesting relationship as there are often 
comparisons drawn between the two genres. This is because there are a number of music 
video directors fascinated by the lack of rules and boundaries of the fashion film genre and 
view it as an avenue of expression. Many directors have also been commissioned by 
various brands to create fashion films, for example Sarah Chatfield for Yves Saint Laurent 
(Ferguson 2009:42-46). Also the view is that the process of creating the short film formats 
is similar in that the clothes and designer of fashion films are the initial point of departure 
and in music video the music, sound and musicians are the initial inspiration (ibid.). At the 
same time there are a number of music videos that are considered fashion film and were 
included in the ASVOFF competition in the music video section for their expressive use of 
fashion, style or beauty as communicators in the film: these include You Know Me Better 
by Roisin Murphy, When I Grow Up by Fever Ray (2009) and Ce Jeu by Yelle 
(2008)(Pernet 2009:1).  
Although Rusty Nails was created in the traditional way, where the music, sound and 
musicians are established first and the visuals thereafter, the type of visuals and the style 
of visuals developed for Rusty Nails could be associated with fashion film based on the 
emphasis of the intimate relationship between cloth, the body and movement in the film. 
Cloth, the body and movement are used in Rusty Nails to communicate meaning in 
various ways without the limitations of a constructed garment. Cloth is loosely draped over 
the body, long horizontal rivers of cloth are shown without the body, it is shown smoothly 
caressing the skin and voluminous billowing cloth is presented with and without the body. 
The sensual nature of the intricate relationship between cloth, the body and movement – 
in conjunction with the music, lighting, vector graphics and colour treatments – illuminates 
the possible communication qualities to be emphasised and forms the basis for the 
selection of Rusty Nails for analysis.  
Rusty Nails and Serpentine Dance are very different films and it is easy to see their 
differences. They were created for very different reasons, in different contexts, and 
articulate different meanings. However there are three common and fundamental codes of 
content that relate the films to one another and allow them to be compared in this study: 
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their use of cloth, the body and movement. The differences of the films are mostly related 
to context but because the main interest of this study is in the genre of fashion film and the 
use of cloth, the body and movement allowed the films to be analysed in this study as 
these elements stand out in the chosen films. It is important to note that there were a 
number of contemporary fashion films which fall under the suggested definition of the 
fashion film genre and which make use of cloth, the body and movement. Films such as 
Dynamic Bloom (figure 2.4) by Nick Knight and Tell No One, Ming Xi Couture (Figure 3.2.) 
by Nick Knight and Gareth Pugh A/W2009 by Ruth Hogben are three of these. Although 
the above-mentioned films use similar elements (cloth, body and movement) they reflect 
qualities that do not communicate as effectively with the same elements as Serpentine 
Dance and Rusty Nails.  
 
 
Figure 3.2. Ming Xi Couture by Nick Knight (2011) 
 
Serpentine Dance is an old film that uses cloth, the body and movement to communicate 
possible symbolic meaning and the net effect is an intricate film of continuous furling, 
whirling and spiralling cloth and body movements. The cinematograph would be 
considered rudimentary in comparison to today’s modern technology. Although very old, 
 45 
the use of dramatic moving cloth is still fascinating when combined with modern aesthetics 
and new technologies as seen in Rusty Nails. The advances in modern technology – the 
Internet, machinery used to manufacture cloth and equipment, the software used to create 
and edit filmed footage – all affect how meaning is generated, communicated and 
associated within the films. In Rusty Nails many cuts, scenes and ways of expressing the 
interrelationship between cloth, the body and movement are used. However over the 
course of more than a century (the time spanning Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails) both 
films use cloth in an abstract way and this abstraction allows the cloth to communicate 
meaning, as it becomes a vehicle that is able to express intended and abstract meaning.  
 
3.4. Data Collection 
The films selected will be analysed to explore how cloth, the body and movement are used 
to communicate using a visual semiotic approach in association with a communications 
perspective. The films under analysis can be viewed online, Loïe Fuller’s Serpentine 
Dance (1896) can be sourced from YouTube’s online video sharing website. Although also 
available online, Moderat’s Rusty Nails (2009) was sourced from their Moderat Deluxe 
Version CD and DVD released by BPC 200. The DVD consists of audiovisuals that were 
created from the songs that are on the CD. The audiovisuals from the song Rusty Nails will 
be analysed for this study. Serpentine Dance (1896) is a 49-second silent film and will be 
analysed as one shot due to the constant motion of the dance and the lack of cuts in the 
film. (See Addendum A for the semiotic analysis of Serpentine Dance). 
However Rusty Nails (2009) is 4:50 minutes long (located at 4:28-09:00 on the DVD) and 
consists of many cuts between the scenes. For this reason, scenes have been selected for 
analysis. The scenes selected were chosen for their different use of cloth, movement and 
the body. Four scenes were selected and the analysis will focus on a variety of moving 
cloth and body combinations. For example, scenes where the body is stationary but the 
cloth is moving or where the cloth is stationary and the body moving have been selected. 
The first selected clip (see Addendum B, Analysis 1 (04:28 – 04:31)) is the opening 
sequence, and was selected because it presents an abstracted moving body shown to be 
moving the cloth. The second clip (see Addendum C, Analysis 2 (06:44 – 06:48)) was 
selected because the body is stationary and cloth is being moved along the body by an 
unseen force. The third film clip (see Addendum D, Analysis 3 (05:43 – 05:47)) was 
selected as the cloth is stationary and the body moving. The final clip (Addendum E, 
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Analysis 4 (07:08 – 07:10)) was selected as the body is moving the cloth but is less 
abstracted then the opening sequence. Although the combination of body, cloth and 
movement is common in each scene, the elements relate to each other in completely 
different ways and thus communicate meaning in each film clip differently.  
 
3.5. Data analysis: Introduction to communications perspective, semiotics and 
meaning   
This study seeks to understand how meaning is communicated in and through cloth, the 
body and movement in film, from a communications studies perspective which requires 
exploring meaning production and consumption in a particular context. The 
communications perspective is also relevant for understanding how abstract concepts 
communicate meaning in the selected films. At the same time semiotics will be used as a 
tool to analyse the films’ content in order to understand how the codes signify meaning 
when reflecting on the characteristics of body, cloth and movement. This joint approach 
has been illustrated in Figure 3.1. and will be expanded on below. A brief history of a 
communications perspective and its relationship with semiotic theory will be provided as 
well as an explanation of how it will be applied to this study. This approach to the analysis 
is significant because fashion film relies on conveying a particular message to a global 
(mostly online) market. The implications are that each social and cultural context will 
understand meaning based on their own collective ideological stand points.  
The close relationship between meaning and communication has arisen as part of 
postmodern theory. Hartley (2002:140) explains that over the last few centuries, the 
location of meaning has “drifted down the producer – commodity – consumer chain” where 
medieval textual theories believed that “meaning was divine, fixed in texts such as the 
Bible by God”. In modern times, textual theory located meaning in the actual texts and was 
discovered through “close critical reading” but without consideration of contextual 
circumstances, while in postmodern theory, meaning is located in the audience or reader 
(ibid.). In communication studies, the text is understood as composed of many signs and 
has a formal structure, coherence and organisation that can be studied and analysed. 
Thus a communications perspective is cognisant of the communicator, content and 
context in the communication of meaning via social artefacts, such as fashion and film.    
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Hartley (2002:140) suggests that “in the context of communication studies, meaning is the 
outcome of communication and therefore is the object of study, not a given or self-evident 
quantum that exists prior to analysis” and will be the approach used to understand what is 
being communised in the films under analysis in this study. He goes on to say, “meaning 
should not be assumed to reside in anything, be it text, utterance, programme, activity or 
behaviour, even though such acts and objects may be understood as meaningful” (ibid.). 
White (2007:79) says that rather than actually formulating meaning themselves, texts 
initiate performances of meaning, therefore it is in the communication process and 
analysis that meaning from communications studies perspective can be produced.  
Fourie (1996:8-18) adduces that a communications perspective acknowledges the role of 
the creator and receiver in the transfer of meaning in context, rather than the 
communication of information being the only meaning carrier. Therefore the 
communicator, context and content will be considered in the discussion of the films in 
Chapter 4. To expand; the communications perspective defines the communicator as the 
maker or producer and includes those involved in creating the “text”. The context is the 
situational, physical and psychological circumstance of the communication. The context 
forms a significant part of this study as it is considered to ultimately influence the nature, 
content, form and meaning of communication as communication requires shared codes of 
meaning that are developed within a society. Fourie (1996:9) highlights the impact of the 
communicator’s demography, ideology, views of the world, their intentions and mood 
which each affect how they engage with the communication process.  
For meaning to be understood, those engaging with it interpret two inputs: the physical 
observation and the mental processing of the text. The physical observation includes the 
eye seeing the image while the mental process is impacted by the various spaces and 
practices of display, such as viewing a film on a computer at home or viewing a film in a 
cinema. Rose (2007:23) states:  
This point about the spaces and practices of display is especially important to bear 
in mind given the increasing mobility of images now; images appear and reappear 
in all sorts of places, and those places, with their particular ways of spectating, 
mediate the visual effects of those images.  
When interpreting the mental process, the recipient associates the text to other texts that 
they have encountered from “observation, memory, thought and language”. These 
associations are developed from their context and therefore influence their ability to 
understand, interpret a message and to attach meaning to it. Hartley (2002:140,208) 
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suggests that the transfer of “meaning is dependent upon shared structures of 
understanding” which are impacted by social ideologies, demographics, culture and 
circumstances. Recognising that meaning is dependent on shared codes (which are 
historically located and subject to change) means that audiences as consumers of 
communication became active in the meaning-making process (Hartley 2002:209). Thus 
understanding what role the context has played on the communicator and content in the 
communication process, is vital in understanding what meaning Fuller and Moderat 
communicated as communicators and how it is interpreted in the analysis.  
Meaning in communication studies is associated with semiotics as both are concerned 
with understanding the communication process. Semiotics will be used in this study as a 
framework for the visual analysis of Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails content. Semiotics 
is also related to the communications studies perspective as a theoretically based 
approach to analysing the intersections between the “compositional and social modalities” 
of an image (Rose 2007:105). Rose (2007:77) expands further:  
Many semiological studies therefore tend to concentrate on the image itself as the 
most important site of its meaning. Its focus on signs means that semiology always 
pays very careful attention to the compositional modality of that site; but its concern 
for the social effects of an image’s meaning means that some attention is also paid 
to the social modality of that site.  
The implications are that “compositional modalities” look at the actual content of a film and 
social modalities consider how the viewers interpret the content based on their own 
ideological perspective. However semiotics “remains uninterested in how different viewers 
interpret [the same] images differently” (Rose 2007:106).  
Originally, semiotic theory evolved from structural linguistics as “it seeks to understand 
how language is made meaningful and how meaning can thus be communicated in 
society”, language being the dominant form of social communication (Hartley 2002:207). 
Fourie (1996:3-4) states that the aim of semiotics is to provide the concepts and 
instruments needed to describe and analyse the various ways in which people assign and 
convey meaning and the understanding of which provides knowledge of social interaction 
in politics, economics and culture. Semiotics is also “centrally concerned with the social 
effects of meaning”, writes Rose (2007:76).  
Semiotics can be used in the analysis of language, images, gestures, arts, media, rituals, 
fashion and clothing, architecture and the use of objects (Fourie 1996:3). As an analysis 
tool concerned with how signs communicate meaning, semiotics is also used to interpret 
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how signs function to support the dominant ideology. Although a semiotic analysis 
highlights the ideological perspective of a film or advertisement, it also reveals the 
ideological perspective of the semiologist and exposes their perspective for criticism. Rose 
(2007:77) explains:  
the critical goals of semiology are just as ideological as the adverts or whatever that 
are being critiqued; the difference between them is in the social effects of the 
knowledge each depends on, not its truth status … simply pointing out that since all 
knowledge depends on signs, all knowledge is vulnerable to semiological 
reinterpretation, including that of the semiologists themselves … When a critic 
writes about, let’s say, a video, not only is the video interpreted and exposed to 
interpretation; the interpretation is also on display, exposing the critic’s ideas to 
interpretation by others. 
When semiotics was used to analyse film it allowed the views of the semiologist to be 
communicated. Thus when, “film semiotics emerged, in the early 1960s” it was adopted as 
a form of film criticism that “emphasizes the way a film transmits its meaning through signs 
and codes” (Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis 2005:21; Dick 1998:246). This 
approach was a departure from auteuristic approaches, which supposed the meaning was 
inferred by the director or filmmaker. Semiotics is also used to illustrate how myths can be 
concealed in film. Hayward (2005:345) writes that semiotics:  
mediates reality and as such has an ideological function. It is not transparence that 
it signifies, but myth. And it is this latter point... that made semiotics – especially in 
its structuralist formation – fertile theoretical field to be worked by film theorists.  
However the “theoretical field” was critiqued as inappropriate for film as some theorists 
posed that film is not a language in the structural linguistic sense but was a sign system in 
the sense that it produces meaning (Hayward 2005:345). Mitry (2000) is one theorist who 
expanded on this debate regarding the concerns associated with semiotics as a form of 
film analysis. Mitry (2000:21) is concerned with comparing film structure with structural 
linguistics. Mitry (2000:21) says “it had been a fundamental error to turn linguistics into the 
model for all semiology”. Deledalle (in Mitry 2000:21) also said: 
It is understood that the notion of sign limited to linguistic sign may be appropriate 
for textual semiology but is unsuitable, or at least is not the most suitable for the 
description of non-linguistic signs, such as a film or another system based on 
iconography.  
Mitry (2000:22) comments that the “structuralist movement in film criticism is harmful ... 
because it tries to replace interpretation, research into meaning and human behaviour, 
with stylistic analysis”. In order to continue to use the semiotic model to analyse films, 
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Mitry (2000:25) suggests that cinema is a language because it comprises of images that 
are organised into a system that describes or narrates an event or series of events and 
through that process they can become symbols as they take on or are given meaning. He 
adds: “The language of film, by principle and definition, derives from artistic creation; 
unlike words, images are not to be found in a dictionary. It is not a discursive but a 
developed language. It is lyrical rather than rational” (Mitry 2000:25). In spite of Mitry’s 
observation about the limitations of applying a semiotic lens to film, it is commonly 
understood to be a valid analytical approach as Christian Metz, a semiotic film theorist, 
says: “film is ‘like’ language because it communicates” (Dick 1998:248).  
Barthes (1972:111) says, “Semiology, once its limits are settled, is not a metaphysical trap: 
it is a science among others, necessary but not sufficient”. For this reason, this study will 
use a semiotic approach that explores the sign, the signifier and the signified in analysing 
the films as the content is considered to communicate abstract concepts through moving 
cloth and the body. To understand film as a cultural artefact, Hayward (2005:282) writes: 
“Film is a sign system that functions mainly on the level of myth”, linking it directly to the 
notions of semiotics.  
Fourie (1996:8-18, 96) explains how semiotics initially emphasised the study of the “text” 
only, and later against the “background of poststructuralism and postmodernism” included 
the influence of the communicator and the context in the transfer of meaning within a 
message. Thus, in order to understand, interpret and attach meaning to the two films being 
analysed, a communications perspective will be used that considers a holistic approach to 
the process of meaning production and consumption, while semiotics as an analysis tool 
will be used solely to analyse the content of Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails, as it is 
concerned with how the signs communicate via shared codes of meaning. These shared 
codes of meaning are developed through association and memory that are always 
culturally specific and context-based. Therefore to understand how fashion film 
communicates, theory concerning traditional forms of communication analysis and 
meaning transfer are explored, and the traditional concepts associated with semiotics, 
such as the sign, signified, denotation and connotation, are discussed below, as they will 
be used in the visual analysis framework.
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3.6. Key concepts used in semiotic visual analysis  
This section identifies key terms used in semiotics to define and describe the relationship 
between signs in the film content. The terms provide a basis for understanding some key 
semiotic analytical terminologies that are relevant to the study and provide the study with 
appropriate vocabulary for visual analysis. Although semiotics is used to analyse film, the 
terminology has been adopted from linguistics and is also used in the semiotic analysis of 
other artefacts, images and events, for example. In their book, New Vocabularies in Film 
Semiotics, Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis (2005:xi) explain how semiotic 
terminologies are perceived:  
[D]espite the wide dissemination of semiotic theory and its vocabulary, the absence 
of precise definitions and pertinent guidelines for use has made the teaching of 
semiotics a confusing and difficult task. The vocabulary has become familiar, while 
the concepts, and their interrelations, remain obscure … We are also aware that 
semiotic language can be abused and become a jargon, deployed to furnish a 
patina of scientificity.  
Thus a semiotic terminology will be used in this study as described by Rose: “This method 
provides a precise and rich vocabulary for understanding how the structure of images [or 
films] produces cultural meaning” (Rose 2007:106). As semiotics is based on structural 
linguistics, Jacobson’s linguistic perspective suggests that metonymy and metaphor are 
the two fundamental modes of communicating meaning (Hayward 2005:250). De 
Saussure, a founding semiotic theorist set out the base paradigm by which all language 
could be ordered and understood (Hayward 2005:344). “The base paradigm, 
langue/parole was intended as a function that could simultaneously address the profound 
universal structures of language (langue) and its manifestations in different cultures 
(parole)” (ibid.). Langue is the language system, it can be verbal or nonverbal such as the 
“language” of poker or falconry and parole is the actual practice of that language such as 
speech (Dick 1998:247).  
De Saussure referred to paradigm and syntagm to explain how signs can be understood to 
relate to one another and which can relate to film specifically, as they provide different 
methods to understand the film language. Dick (1998:248) states that film communicates 
differently from language as it makes use of syntagmatic and paradigmatic relationships 
for meaning to be communicated, as film is a series of shots that have meaning both as 
individual units and as a whole. A syntagm is “a formulated message/statement/film shot” 
made up of paradigms (units) (Fourie 1996:58). The syntagmatic and paradigmatic 
relationship between shots and scenes in film can be compared with words and sentences 
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in language. When shots combined with other shots, they creates paradigmatic meaning 
based on the relationship between the units, which are joined through editing techniques 
(Fourie 1997:125). It is important to note here, however, that the syntagmatic and 
paradigmatic relationship between shots is vital. This is done more in contemporary media 
studies when concerned with narrative analysis in cinema as the relationship between 
scenes is said to aid the narrative structure and progression. The genre of fashion film 
does not yet have defined narrative structures and currently some fashion films do not 
make use of conventional cinema narrative structures but rely instead on abstract 
narrative structures or on music or visuals to inform an element of narrative structure, 
making the relationship between shots and scenes pertinent to the communication of 
meaning.  
Barthes, following the work of De Saussure, used the terms denotation and connotation as 
the order of signification to create a way of understanding how signs work in culture 
(Barthes 1977:18-21). The first order is denotation, the second order is connotation and 
together these produce the third order, myth. Denotation refers to the literal meaning, 
connotation refers to cultural encoded meaning, which feeds directly into myth in the way 
that signs communicate sometimes abstract concepts that need to be understood 
(Hayward 2005:46). Rose (2007:87) explains how the denotative meaning describes how 
something looks, such as a baby looks like a really small human but it connotes 
vulnerability or the future. The use of denotation and connotation will provide the semiotic 
framework as a means to give greater clarity to the way signs work in the films as they 
relate to the signifier and signified.  
In semiotics, the production and consumption of meaning requires understanding the 
relationship between the sign, the signifier and the signified (Fourie 1996:31). The sign 
always refers to something, therefore it has a representative character and it must be 
physically perceivable (visible, audible, tangible etc.). The signifier stands in place of and 
refers to and/or represents something, which is called the referent and is the physical 
quality of a sign, for example a gold band (denotation) (ibid.). The referent is the 
object/concept/idea to which the sign is referring. The signified, for example marriage, is 
the meaning attached to the signifier by the recipient: it is abstract, impalpable and may 
vary from one person to the next (connotation) (Fourie 1996:37-38).  
The way that signs work together communicates about all the signs (in an image or film) 
together, it communicates attributes that the sign attempts to impose on other signs and in 
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essence it transfers meaning between signs (Rose 2007:89). Rose (2007:84) also writes: 
“signs work in relation to other signs” and signs are related to one another according to 
codes. Codes are the techniques or recipes to which signs are combined which allow 
meaning to be communicated (Fourie 1996:2, 50). Simply put, “a code is therefore a group 
of signs and the rules for their use” (Fourie 1996:50). Grammar is understood as a code 
that provides the rules that govern “everyday linguistic formulations” as both written and 
spoken language (Fourie 1996:50). In film semiotics codes are differentiated between 
codes of content and codes of form. For example camera and editing techniques are 
codes of form used in film whereas codes of content in film are acting, colour, costume 
and lighting (Fourie 1996:50, 54). It is important to note that each code is able to 
communicate meaning based on a particular context, for example in language, French 
grammatical codes differ from English grammatical codes and therefore communication in 
each language is governed by the codes in context (Fourie 1996:2). Similarly in film, the 
codes might be similar regarding the codes of form but there are also structures within film 
that differ from genre to genre and thus specific codes are used that are affected and 
developed based on technology and cultural practices associated with film at any 
particular time. Thus, the use of sign, the signifier and signified which relate in theory to 
denotation and connotation along with the codes used in film will all be considered as 
guides that will be used in the visual analysis framework.   
 
3.7. Fashion film and signs  
Fashion and film can both be viewed as sign systems that communicate meaning. 
“Cinema and fashion: two institutions, two sign systems, two languages that pose the 
problem of the relation between image and identity of everyday life, and between the two 
the question of how we think, dream, and imagine ourselves” (Calefato 2004:93). Fashion 
and film will be defined as sign systems and an explanation for how they communicate 
within a context as independent and interrelated sign systems will be provided. Fashion 
and film are modes of communication as they communicate within a social structure. 
Fashion communicates meaning through its physical characteristics, inside the garment, 
and communicates within a particular context, such as on the street or in a film, based on 
its associated meanings that are developed in social systems. This relationship between 
fashion and film, as sign systems, thus suggests that fashion in fashion film can also 
function as a sign. The use of semiotics as an analysis method can be viewed as 
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appropriate to determine how meaning is communicated in sign systems, thus making 
fashion films an acceptable sign system to analyse with semiotics. 
A sign is something that is used to represent or refer to something else and can be 
arbitrary, iconic, indexical and/or symbolic (Fourie 1996:37-41). Broadly an arbitrary sign 
“bears no resemblance between the signifier (sign) and the referent” such as a linguistic 
sign that bears no resemblance to the actual object, for instance the written word DOG 
does not look like a dog. An iconic sign has the same meaning for all cultures, as the sign 
resembles what it signifies, it is what it looks like (Fourie 1996:40; Fourie 1997:122). An 
indexical sign is a casual cause and effect relationship, such as a cloud and rain, and a 
symbolic sign has a “conventionalised but clearly arbitrary relationship between the 
signifier and signified”, for instance a baby represents the future”, a cross used to 
symbolise Christianity or a scull, danger (Rose 2007:83). It is important to note that 
symbolic meaning is culturally specific as each culture develops symbolic meaning based 
on their particular ideology (Fourie 1996:41).  
Mitry (2000:25) explains film’s position as a sign system that expresses itself differently to 
the way language does:  
Film is clearly something other than a system of signs and symbols. Or rather it 
does not present itself as that exclusively. A film first and foremost comprises 
images, images of something. A system of images whose purpose is to describe, 
develop and narrate an event or series of events. However, during the course of 
narration, these images may, in addition, become symbols.      
In film theory, more often than not, film is suggested to be an iconic sign. However films 
can also be indexical and symbolic all at the same time, making identifying the type of sign 
(during film analysis is) not as simple as a two-dimensional image. “[C]inema deploys all 
three categories of sign: icon (through resembling images and sounds); index (through the 
photo-chemical registering of the ‘real’); and symbol (in the deployment of speech and 
writing)” (Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman-Lewis 2005:31). To elaborate; film is an iconic 
sign because it uses pictorial images, the image in the film resembles the signified: a 
filmed dog is a dog to everybody who sees it (Fourie 1997:122). Film can be indexical, 
which is explained as a “causal (cause-effect) relationship between the sign and its 
referent” such as a cloud referring to rain, in film the image is an “effect of a photochemical 
process caused by what it represents” (the pre-filmic signifier). The “prefilmic signifier in 
reality”, such as a dog, creates the filmed image of the dog during the photochemical 
process on the celluloid film that is then projected onto a screen (Fourie 1996:41; Fourie 
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1997:123). Film is also symbolic in the sense that the images of the film content (the dog) 
can refer to meanings and themes associated with meaning (danger, comfort) developed 
in cultural contexts. The combined audio-visual nature of film does not encourage isolating 
single elements within it, such as a cloud to suggest it is an indexical sign, thus making 
identifying and understanding the signs and signifiers in film an interrelated activity.  
Fourie (1997:122) states that film is a suitable medium for semiotic analysis as “film 
communicates according to a specific set of grammatical rules”. These rules focus on the 
image as a sign system, codes of form such as camera and editing techniques and the 
way film creates different kinds of meaning in context. Film is a sign system because it not 
only denotes its literal meaning but it is affected by its cultural and social codes and 
ideological background of its viewers. For example, in a film, the viewer will understand 
meaning based on the images in the film and relate the image to their own experience, 
allowing the image to develop meaning for a particular context. For this reason, semiotics 
as the study of signs will be used for this study in the analysis of fashion film in order to 
understand how the signs communicate meaning. 
Fashion film makes use of fashion’s ability to communicate meaning in society (outside of 
film) to communicate meaning in film. However it must be pointed out at this point that if 
fashion is not a theme in a film or directly trying to promote an idea using fashion, then it is 
considered costume, even if the clothing is considered part of the latest fashion trends. 
Marketa Uhlirova (in Fury 2008:7) clarifies that, “Costume is not fashion, and vice versa. 
To be strict, the only way fashion, or clothing, in film can be fashion is when fashion is a 
theme”. Thus fashion (as a social phenomenon) signifies meaning in a particular way and 
costume (as all forms of “body covering” on film) communicates differently and the 
distinction between the different signifying systems needs to be understood (this distinction 
is explored in detail in sections 2.2.1. and 2.2.2). Calefato (2004:93) states:  
The cinema is a sense-making machine that produces feelings, sensations and 
desires. Often clothes are mediators in this sense-making, not as mere objects, but 
as signs charged with social significance that the camera gaze, associated with the 
viewer’s gaze, reinvents and thus restores to everyday semantic practices. 
Calefato (2004:91) exclaims that costume in cinema signifies meaning through “concrete 
signs: dress, makeup, [and] hairstyles” to construct the character through personal 
appearance. She adds that the practice of dressing and costume are a “language”:  
Even more so in cinema, where every sign on the body of a character has a precise 
meaning, linked to social characterization, historical identity, grotesque emphasis, 
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transformation in terms of personality or feeling, and so on. Thus in the great sense-
making machine of cinema, costume represents yet another signifying system, the 
sign of which becomes distinctive features, functioning as linguistic units that are 
often more important than the script or sound track. If vision is to support thought, if 
it is to help structure belief, then it must be anchored in signs, like costumes in film 
that make the text more coherent, or at times speak in place of movement and 
dialogue (Calefato 2004:91). 
By understanding that a sign signifies referred meaning, it is then acceptable to refer to 
fashion as a sign system, as it communicates meaning by its interconnected nature with 
other social elements, such as culture, politics and ideology (Kuruc 2008:193). Calefato 
(2004:5) says:  
Like language, in this sense dress functions as kind of syntax, according to a set of 
more or less constant rules, depending on whether we are dealing with traditional 
costume or fashion. These rules allow a garment, and body coverings in general, to 
acquire meaning, whether that of a veritable social significance, codified in costume 
through time, or a pure and simple exhibition of interconnected signs on the body 
following associated criteria established by the fashion system.  
Fashion and its relationship to the body communicates as a sign system by articulating 
elements of a persona and cultural identity because it is able to represent social role, 
position and hierarchies within a particular context (Kuruc 2008:195; Calefato 2004:2). 
Fashion is able to communicate meaning partly because it is intrinsically linked to notions 
and meanings associated with the body, as a sign system. The body is a sign system 
because it is location of meaning with signifying properties independent of its association 
with fashion. For instance values around beauty in fashion are influenced by cultural 
contexts where physical attributes, such as hair colour, size and race for example, 
communicate as signifiers or ethnicity and cultural background. As a sign system, fashion 
communicates meaning by signifying socially coded meanings through characteristics 
inside the garment. Characteristics such as cloth, colour, texture, silhouette and patterns 
communicate by having meanings developed outside the garment within a particular social 
context.  
The signifying qualities of fashion and film allow the relationship between the two to 
communicate meaning through fashion film, whether the costume is supporting a clear 
narrative structure in conventional film genres or the fashion or costume in fashion films is 
supporting abstract or avant-garde expression. Fashion and film communicate by 
signifying denotative and connotative meaning in context, and for this reason semiotics is 
an appropriate analysis tool (Kuruc 2008:197).  
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3.8. Semiotic frameworks for visual analysis  
The study critically analyses fashion film. The analysis of a film’s visual content may be 
conducted using a visual semiotic framework. For this study, the framework is developed 
predominantly using Du Plooy (1996:112-155) but will also be supported by Du Plooy 
(1997:51-88) and Fourie (1997:89-145). Refer to Figure 3.3 Semiotic analysis framework, 
as it serves to visualise the developed framework.  
The framework will be used to obtain information on meaning communicated in the films 
as a way to answer the problems posed by this study. Fourie and Du Plooy’s approach to 
their framework was designed for any two-dimensional image such as a photograph. 
Therefore this section will justify the adjustments of the framework in order to specifically 
suit a fashion film analysis. Du Plooy’s (1996:112-155) approach to nonverbal 
communication and meaning can be adjusted to apply to various forms of visual 
communication such as a moving image, television and film. For the analysis of fashion 
film, Du Plooy’s approach will be used and will include both the signifying and signified 
range within a shot. This can be understood to mean both the connotative (signifying) 
(column two in the and denotative (signified) meanings will be considered (ibid.). For the 
purpose of this study the codes drawn from Du Plooy’s approach will be: nonverbal 
interpersonal communication, codes of content and codes of form (ibid.).  
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Figure 3.3. Semiotic analysis framework adapted by author from the model proposed by 
Du Plooy and Fourie in Introduction to communication: Course book 3: 
Communication and the production of meaning. 
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Du Plooy’s (1996:112-155) provides a comprehensive list of codes in her analysis of 
photographic images. In this framework, specific codes have been selected and thus not 
all the codes will be used for this study: some have been excluded as they are not relevant 
to the aims of the study. The framework will not include differentiating between the types of 
signifier/referent relationship (types of signs) that the fashion film functions as. Whether 
the films under analysis are arbitrary signs, iconic signs, symbolic signs and/or indexical 
signs does not affect the reading of the movement of the cloth and the body. Viewed 
broadly, a sign communicates meaning within a context and will form the basis of the 
approach taken for this study. The codes of content, depth and volume (volume duality 
and graphic depth vectors) and the codes of form, area orientation (aspect ratio and size 
of object), are also excluded as they do not provide data needed for the study. As the 
nature of semiotic analysis is interrelated, there are a number of items to consider which 
can be placed in more than one area of the framework. For the sake of simplicity, where 
areas overlap, they will be removed to avoid repetition and will be placed in the framework 
where they are most suitable for the purpose of the study.  
 
3.8.1. Nonverbal interpersonal communication  
Interpersonal communication (row two) deals with the relationship between the body and 
communication by considering body language. Du Plooy (1996:115) lists six kinds: 
kinesics, proxemics, chronemics, paralanguage, haptics and artefacts, although only some 
are relevant to this film analysis. Kinesics is the movement of the hands, arms, feet, legs, 
face and eyes and the posture or movements of the body as a whole used in interpersonal 
communication. Kinesics can be divided into five categories: emblems, illustrators, affect 
displays, regulators and adaptors (Du Plooy 1996:115). Proxemics is concerned with the 
use of space in the communication process and has four special zones: intimate, personal, 
social and public (Du Plooy 1996:115). Haptics is the sense and use of touch to 
communicate. (Chronemics will be considered below in the codes of form and artefacts will 
be discussed as code of content, while paralanguage will be omitted as this study focuses 
on a visual analysis). Although Du Plooy (1996:115) makes these distinctions between the 
types of body language specifically for a photographic image, the role of body language 
will be explored in broad terms. The body language between the filmed image and the 
performer/s is considered and the interpersonal communication between the two 
performers is also considered to contribute to the communication of meaning. The 
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communication through body language will also be analysed broadly in the code of content 
– “movement” which considers movement of the body and “movement” cloth, as this is the 
main focus of the study. 
 
3.8.2. Codes of content 
Codes of content (row two – seven) refer to what the viewer sees/perceives in the image. 
Du Plooy’s (1996:118-132) framework mentions codes of content such as lighting, colour, 
depth and volume that are used for the analysis of a flat image. To consider the codes of 
content used to communicate in film, the signifying levels of film can include theme, story, 
objects, décor, props, costume, lighting, music, sound effects and acting (Fourie 
1997:124). At the same time codes of content in film can be distinguished between 
narrative codes, thematic codes, lighting codes and costume codes, for example. These 
codes can be further distinguished between filmic codes and visiolinguistic codes which 
are borrowed in film analysis from literature, theatre, architecture and other arts (Fourie 
1997:124).   
The codes used in this analysis will be theme/story, objects, lighting, costume, colour, and 
movement of cloth and body. The theme or story considers the film’s plot, narrative, 
format, setting, characters and central message or intent (Du Plooy 1997:86). The objects 
in a film such as décor, props, background and foreground can be considered as artefacts 
as they contribute to creating an atmosphere and mood (Du Plooy 1997:86). Objects (or 
artefacts as a form of nonverbal interpersonal communication) can be iconic as well as 
symbolic as they can represent concepts beyond their form (Du Plooy 1996:115). Within 
the semiotic framework, where cloth is used in the film as a prop and not as a body 
covering, it will be discussed as such. However when it is used as a body covering it will 
be discussed as costume.  
Lighting is considered as a code of content and is illustrated by noting natural and artificial 
lighting sources and how they communicate. Du Plooy (1996:119) suggests light is 
associated with warmth, security and clarity while darkness is associated with rest, 
coldness, unpredictability and tension. These associations are used extensively by 
directors to communicate through film, however it is fundamental to note that these 
associations are developed with a social and cultural content and only communicate within 
a particular context based on the other signifiers within the sign system. Rose (2007:84) 
confirms, “signs work in relation to other signs”. Types of light include noton (low contrast, 
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indicating neutrality/objectivity) and chiaroscuro (selective lighting of certain areas which 
draws attention to the thematic or emotive meaning of the content). There are three types 
of chiaroscuro lighting: Rembrandt (identified as dramatic, high contrast with shadows and 
half tones where some areas are lit while others are in complete darkness), cameo (figure 
is well lit against a dark background) and silhouette (dark outline/figure, light background).  
Costume is expressed as a code of content and includes dress, fashion and style as well 
as forms of body covering (Calefato 2004:5). Thus the aesthetic properties of the cloth in 
the film will be analysed for their physical characteristics such as fabric, colour, shape and 
size. Colour will be looked at separately as colour is used in all areas of the image (Du 
Plooy 1996:120). Colour, like light, has meaning within a social and cultural context and 
only communicates within a particular context based on the other signs to which it relates. 
Colour has been socially and culturally associated with emotion, mood, energies, 
temperature, dramatic qualities and the subconscious that are illustrated through 
variations of a colour’s hues, saturation, brightness, reflection, contrast, background colour 
and lighting (Du Plooy 1996:120). At the same time colour is always culturally specific and 
is influenced by demographics such as gender, race, age, and past experience of the 
creator, which influences the communication of meaning using colour.  
The last code of content is the element of movement in film that is an important 
communicating consideration for this study. It is important to note here that kinesics is 
noted in the section of nonverbal interpersonal communication but its scope is limited to 
body language and not notation systems, of which body language is just one and therefore 
not adequate alone to discuss how movement, such as dance, is used in the films. 
Movement is considered here in terms of the moving content, therefore movement of the 
body and costume, and will be explored as an adaptation of Fourie’s (1996:65) signifying 
levels that can be applied to various signs systems of which movement of cloth in this 
study forms a large concern.  
 
3.8.3 Codes of form 
The codes of form (row eight – twelve) highlighted as significant for film include lenses, 
focus, camera distance/shots/angle, and picturisation through movement as primary 
movement, secondary movement and tertiary movement (Du Plooy 1996:135-145). 
Lenses and focus are concerned with what lenses are used; these can be normal, narrow-
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angle or wide angle and “influence our perception of positive and negative volumes and ... 
our perception of depth” (Du Plooy 1996:135). Camera distances/shots/angles look at how 
the image is framed in a shot and range from various degrees of close-up, middle shot and 
long shot (Du Plooy 1996:137-138).  
Du Plooy (1996:142-145) also discusses picturisation through movement specifically for 
film and television. Picturisation through primary movement is when the camera remains 
stationary and functions as a mere reflection of reality (passive or objective camera). 
Within the camera frame, the primary movements occur on the x- (horizontal), y- (vertical) 
and z- (depth) axes which create motion vectors. Vectors are directional forces that lead 
the eye, and there are three types of vector: graphic (lines or objects), index (arrow or 
someone pointing) and motion (actual movement of image or the camera itself) and all 
three will be analysed in the films (Du Plooy 1996:142). Picturisation through secondary 
movement is the movement of the camera lens in the form of zoom in or zoom out and the 
movements of the stationary (on tripod or held) camera such as pan left/right, tilt or crane 
up/down. Also included in secondary movements are the camera and base movements 
such as dolly and track in/out/left/right/around (Du Plooy 1996:143). Tertiary movements 
are primarily concerned with the notion of montage, which considers the paradigmatic and 
syntagmatic nature of film (Du Plooy 1996:143; Fourie 1997:125). Tertiary movement 
refers to editing techniques used to combine shots into scenes and sequences and make 
use of editing techniques such as cut, fade, wipe and special effects. Editing is often done 
in post-production and allows the combination of shots to form a total image that lends 
itself to creating meaning such as continuity, convergence or divergence.  
 
3.9. Analysis criteria  
The criteria are established to highlight three areas that could be considered to contribute 
to the communication of meaning in and through fashion film. The criteria will be 
developed from the characteristics discussed in Chapter 2, namely (1) fashion, costume 
and cloth, (2) the body and (3) movement. These characteristics will be discussed in terms 
of their contribution to a possible symbolic interpretation between the visuals and the 
reading of those visuals. The criteria are intrinsically interrelated and rely on their contact 
and connection to one another, in many cases to communicate meaning. For this reason, 
the analysis process produces a degree of repetition because describing one 
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characteristic, for instance, cloth independently of the body (another characteristic) is not 
always possible. 
  
As the criteria are mostly concerned with the codes of content, the visual semiotic 
framework will be referred to in the discussions of each film in Chapter 4. Particular codes 
of content have been included that allow the focal areas of the study to be addressed in 
the semiotic analysis of the films. Thus objects, décor and props will consider the use of 
cloth when shown independently of the body. Costume taken from semiotic film analysis is 
the code of content that will look at cloth and costume either as a form of body covering or 
when it is in contact with the body. By observing the codes of background and foreground, 
it is possible to determine areas of visual priority and focal areas. Movement has been 
specifically incorporated as a code of content that is directly concerned with the movement 
of cloth and the body, as many existing forms of visual semiotic analysis do not place as 
much emphasis on dance and body movement but rather on kinesics and body language 
as subtle unconscious gestures. Movement in both the films under analysis is a primary 
and conscious communicator and thus is given equal emphasis in the analysis of the 
visuals. The role of lighting and colour as codes of content influence all the other codes as 
they illuminate the cloth and the body, highlight movements and create contrasts between 
the background and foreground. The codes of form are included in the visual semiotic 
analysis framework and are discussed as a supporting consideration to the codes of 
content under investigation, as the focus of the study is on fashion and its manifestations 
rather than on film studies. These characteristics of (1) fashion, costume and cloth, (2) the 
body and (3) movement will be used in the comparative discussion of the two selected 
films, looking specifically at Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails in an attempt to find 
similarities and differences between how each film used the characteristics to 
communicate meaning within their own respective contexts.  
 
3.10. Chapter summary  
The main objective of this chapter was to formulate a method of reading fashion film in 
order to analyse and compare how Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails use cloth, the body 
and movement to communicate meaning. The method devised was guided by the 
characteristics of fashion film (which is not yet based on verifiable narrative and genre 
structures) and the selected characteristics of (1) fashion, costume and cloth, (2) the body 
and (3) movement discussed in Chapter 2. This chapter provided a guideline to analyse 
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Serpentine Dance by Loïe Fuller and Rusty Nails by Moderat. The research design was 
visualised and indicates how the communications perspective and semiotics interrelate 
when conducting a film analysis. The methodology is based on a semiotic approach that 
often prioritises the film content, thus a communications perspective was also adopted to 
include other elements of the communications process. The theory of a communications 
studies perspective was then presented reflecting a holistic approach to the 
communication of meaning to guide the film analysis and discussions. The 
communications perspective reviews the communicator, the content and context in the 
following chapter. This chapter explored broad semiotic theory and film semiotic theory, 
and discussed various pertinent semiotic analytical terminologies that form the basis of the 
semiotic framework. A modified framework (Figure 3.3) for visual semiotic analysis was 
developed in order to extract data from the selected films. Establishing fashion and film as 
sign systems that communicate meaning allowed fashion film to then systematically be 
incorporated as a sign system that is applicable for semiotic analysis. A visual semiotic 
approach to film analysis was developed that explored how signs, the signifiers and the 
signifieds are able to articulate both literal and possible symbolic meaning in film. 
Additionally the notions of denotative and connotative meaning were explored as concepts 
related to film analysis. The codes of the form and codes of content of film were then 
explored. 
The implications are that the data from the semiotic analysis will be used as findings in 
Chapter 4 and will be compared and contrasted using the selected characteristics. This will 
guide the discussion in chapter four to suggest how each film communicates meaning 
through their use of cloth, the body and movement as primary communicators of meaning. 
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CHAPTER 4 
CLOTH, THE BODY AND MOVEMENT IN SERPENTINE DANCE AND RUSTY NAILS 
 
4.1. Introduction  
The Chapter 3 presented the research design of the study, and discussed the relationship 
between the communications perspective, semiotic theory and meaning. This chapter 
analyses and synthesises the data collected from the semiotic film analysis of Loïe Fuller’s 
Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s Rusty Nails to explore how the interrelated role of cloth, 
the body and movement contribute to communicating a possible symbolic meaning in the 
selected films. The communications perspective provides a framework for introducing each 
film; the implications of this are that the communicator, content and context will be broadly 
discussed in an introduction of Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails. After each film is 
introduced, how cloth, the body and movement are used in the films, to create possible 
symbolic associations between the actual visuals and the possible symbolic representation 
of the visuals, will be discussed. 
Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails are analysed with the aim of exploring the expressive 
and symbolic meanings associated with the use of cloth, the body and movement in film, 
on the periphery of fashion film. While the films of choice may not directly inform “fashion 
film” in all contexts, they have the potential to be classified within the alternative or 
experimental spectrum of the genre.  
As previously mentioned these films have been chosen because of the way that moving 
cloth interacts with the human form, and while the use of cloth in each film may not fall 
under the classic association of fashion or costume and the human form, they still fit the 
classification of fashion film under the “Reflections” category at the A Shaded View of 
Fashion Film Festival (Pernet 2009:1). The festival characterises fashion film within the 
“Reflections” category as films that use fashion, style or beauty to communicate concepts 
and rely on the role of fashion, costume and cloth and the body to communicate meaning, 
often with no directly evident narrative.
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 4.2. Serpentine Dance (1896) 
4.2.1. Introducing Serpentine Dance 
Serpentine Dance was a result of collaboration between performance artist and inventor 
Loïe Fuller and early filmmakers Louis and Auguste Lumière (1862-1954; 1864-1948) 
(Barsam 1992:6). The film, Danse Serpentine Lumière n°765, its creators or 
communicators, its content, context and recipient will be explored to understand how each 
impacted on the communication of meaning, by considering Fuller’s style of dance in the 
cultural climate of Paris at the turn of the century, as an abstract expression and as 
modern dance. The title Danse Serpentine Lumière n°765 was given to the short film 
under analysis but has been referred to in the study as the Serpentine Dance, the 
shortened English translation.  
The Lumière brothers invented the cinematograph, a device used to capture and project 
recorded moving images, of which Fuller’s performance was one (Barsam 1992:6). As 
“creators of the first films to record actuality”, the Lumière brothers were known to promote 
“cinema as the transcription of real unstaged life”, this was done at a time when movement 
and motion in film were fundamental to industrial and technological developments (Jenkins 
1974:4 and Sontag 1996:1). Thus, as an artist also concerned with constant movement, 
Fuller’s performance and its capture on film communicates meaning as an expression of 
the context in which they were created; a time concerned with movement. As Kappel 
(2007:17) notes, Fuller was “charged with the energies of an age about to dawn”. These 
“energies” were channelled into developing her style of dance and inventing new 
technologies for stagecraft.  
Serpentine Dance consists of a section of Loïe Fuller’s serpentine dance, a style she 
developed as an adaptation of the skirt dance (Sperling 2006:1). The dance consists of 
Fuller’s body and voluminous costume in constant motion, often accompanied in live 
performances by slide-projection magic lanterns, telescopic image projections, coloured 
lighting, music and stage design such as mirrors and under-floor lighting, some of which 
Fuller invented specifically for her shows (Schitwood 2007:1). Beyond the reference to the 
serpent, meaning generated by Fuller through Serpentine Dance does not rely on typical 
narrative structures used in various forms of communication, although she is likened to a 
“poem” by Mallarme when he says: “She is a poem set free of any scribe’s apparatus 
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(Guédon 2009:3). Guédon (2009:3) expresses Fuller’s lack of narrative or narrative 
structures used to communicate abstract meaning in her serpentine dance, writing: 
Fuller, by devising performances thoroughly emptied out of narrative specificity, 
brought radical novelty to the fore. Modern dance was to expand in the directions of 
her ‘Serpentine Dances’: it was to become more and more abstract, combining an 
aesthetics of light with an aesthetics of silence.  
The title of the piece, Serpentine Dance, encourages narrativisations – Eve and the 
temptation, or a snake shedding its skin and transforming, the sequence of colour changes 
means one associates with what are very repetitive movements with changes of mood, 
imposing a narrative perhaps in a way analogous to music lyrics. The repetitiveness of the 
movement, all the subtle changes that lead nowhere but to a spectacle for gaze, become 
the narrative. In the place of a narrative arc one finds none, in the place of change one 
finds a silent repetition, and this becomes the narrative: the longing for change that is yet 
to come.   
The Serpentine Dance, by its name, references the serpent and is among other natural 
phenomena Fuller explored in her dances, such as the butterfly, the lily and fire dance 
(Spalink 2010:32). Although reference is made to the serpent through the dance and film’s 
name, there is no direct association made between the dance in the film and the reptile, 
besides the use of s-shaped movements that characterise the constant motion (Guédon 
2009:2). There are “things” and meanings that can be associated with constant motion – 
water, air, breath and metamorphosis – life’s essential characteristics. The cycle of life 
also requires constant motion as the earth, sun and moon are always in constant rotation, 
making tides, seasons, day and night. The meanings associated with the term serpent 
may communicate meaning based on the context. For instance, serpents that shed their 
skin are associated with rebirth, a new start, and may have been associated with religious 
or spiritual mythology, such as Eve and the temptation of the apple in the Garden of Eden 
and/or the exotic allure of the Orient, both popular cultural themes at the time (Garelick 
1995:90).  
Although symbolic meaning is associated with the constant motion and snakes, Brannigan 
(2003:46) writes that Fuller was “producing an abstract, disembodied image” and that no 
particular idea is expressed in her work as she intended the audience to read their own 
meaning from their visual experience. Kappel (2007:212-213) writes, “Artists and 
audiences alike have been attracted to her because she is so foreign, so abstract — she 
presents no boundaries”. Kappel’s (2007:4) study, Labyrinthine Depictions and Tempting 
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Colors: The Synaesthetic Dances of Loïe Fuller as Symbolist Choreography, notes Fuller’s 
portrayal as a Symbolist artist. She writes:  
This study explores Loïe Fuller’s use of synaesthesia to bring together various 
sensations so as to create a dreamlike effect in her choreography, while at the 
same time presenting a visual representation of symbolist ideals … Fuller found 
contradictory and highly individualistic ways to communicate moods, emotions, and 
colors in her choreography, and she communicated personal messages of a 
spiritual, moral, or religious nature through a variety of senses. 
From the quote it can be expressed that Fuller intended to draw on concepts presented as 
Symbolist ideals in creating a “sensory experience” that transported the audiences. Thus 
meaning can be located by understanding the context in which Fuller performed. This 
includes the Symbolist artistic movement during the Belle Époque. The Belle Époque was 
the name given to French social history from 1890 to World War I. It was considered the 
“golden age of affluence, security and frivolity” and “was characterized by many avant-
garde artistic movements including Realism, Naturalism, Decadence, Symbolism, and 
Futurism” (Holmes and Tarr 2006:2; Spalink 2010:21).  
The context of the Belle Époque is relevant as Fuller has been regarded in literature as 
associated with Symbolism and positioned as a Symbolist artist (Spalink 2010:78). As an 
art movement, Symbolism attempts to “promote individuality”, “leaned more towards 
darkness than light”, had recurring “supernatural themes”, “reacted against the rise of 
industrialisation and disregarded socially acceptable themes” and found the “passions and 
rationale of the everyday world” unwanted (Kappel 2007:145). The impact of the Symbolist 
movement on understanding how meaning was expressed through the film acknowledges 
that Fuller, as a female dancer, created an individual expression that was imitated by 
many other dancers. It also interprets that although she used many lights and many forms 
of technology she was able create sensory experiences that were sometimes scary, 
magical, fantastical and unexplainable. Where industrialisation was taking over many 
areas of urban (and rural) life, the stage was a place where Fuller was able to use the 
ephemeral, furling, organic movements of the cloth and body to create something that was 
not mechanical and rigid but fluid and sensual. Thus the Symbolist movement can be 
referred to as a cultural context, in relation to the use of colour and through the use of 
abstraction of meaning and abstraction of the body through movement and cloth.  
The cultural context as well as the social, economic and political contexts can be said to 
impact social ideologies, demographics and circumstances and result in “shared structures 
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of understanding” (Hartley 2002:208). Shared structures of understanding are conducive 
to the successful communication of meaning to all those involved in the communication 
process, and also impact any reading of the material as the understanding can only be 
reached from one’s own ideological perspective. Therefore Brannigan (2003:13) confirms 
that Fuller was a representation of her environment when she says:  
Around the turn-of-the-century the figure of the dancer, and particularly that of Loïe 
Fuller, can be found at the heart of an aesthetic revolution in Paris. Fuller appears 
in writings on this historical period as the figure who ‘embodied’ the changing 
perception of human physicality, in particular its function regarding the production of 
meaning.   
Thus Brannigan (2003:13) suggests that the body was considered to function as a location 
of meaning during the period in which Fuller was exploring similar concepts in her own 
work. As the focus of the study is on the production of symbolic meaning in the film of 
Serpentine Dance, the location of meaning will be explored beyond Fuller’s abstract 
visuals and their association to Symbolism by exploring her use of cloth, the body and 
movement to create possible symbolic meaning between the content and the reading of 
that content.  
 
4.2.2. How is cloth, the body and movement used in Serpentine Dance to create 
symbolic associations between the visuals and the reading?  
Loïe Fuller’s film Serpentine Dance consists of a performance of constantly moving cloth 
and the body. Figure 4.1 (refer to Addendum A for the full semiotic analysis) indicates 
consecutive screenshots from the film. Body language, codes of form and codes of 
content are discussed here in relation to the cloth, the body and movement. As can be 
seen from the screenshots, the performance took place on a stage; the background and 
foreground are indicated as contrasting, the background dark and the stage a light 
coloured wood. Also indicated in the screenshots are the variety of shapes of Fuller’s 
manipulated, furling cloth. The interrelated nature of the cloth, body and movement 
contribute to the communication of symbolic meaning and assist in developing potential 
symbolic associations between the signs, the signifiers and the signifieds.  
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Figure 4.1  Screenshots from Serpentine Dance (1896) indicating colour gradient and 
movements of the cloth and body 
As a code of content in Serpentine Dance, Fuller’s costume is an adaptation of a skirt 
used for skirt dancing and communicates through its physical characteristics as well as 
through its use in context, as cloth and costume communicate inside and outside the 
garment itself. As a signifier, Fuller’s silk costume communicates symbolic meaning as it is 
able to represent forms that are not directly evident as signifieds in the film. To describe 
the actual visuals as they are would not always allow the costume to relate to the symbolic 
associations that Fuller’s audiences could interpret from the costume and its movements. 
Thus in exploring what the silk cloth, as a costume on stage, signifies requires looking at 
what cloth and silk are associated with, what the skirt in skirt dancing is associated with 
and how these might communicate symbolic meaning.  
The cloth used for the costume is suspected to be silk which was chosen for its natural 
lustre and light weight. Silk has many signifying qualities as a fibre, it is a symbol of wealth 
and luxury, and its Oriental allures were imbued with the exotic symbolism of the journeys 
merchants had followed to bring it to the theatres and stages of Paris and the world 
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(Garelick 2007:35). Silk was also a very expensive yarn; the amount needed to create the 
voluminous proportions of Fuller’s costumes express an element of excess and wealth 
(Brannigan 2003:50). Skirt dancing was a style of dancing adapted for European theatres 
from nautch dancers from India, which was generally, performed for male audiences in 
burlesque and cabaret venues (Brannigan 2003:47). The impetus for this style was to 
skilfully reveal the female form to the often rowdy male spectators, thus presenting an 
object for the male gaze. The vast amount of cloth used for Fuller’s costume is not only 
expressive in its movements but also assists in abstracting Fuller’s body by covering its 
form for the majority of the film. This then allows the cloth to function as a form of 
protection, a shield, and conceals the body.  
Fuller’s body is another signifier of meaning as a code of body language and a code of 
content. In Serpentine Dance the body communicates possible symbolic meaning, as the 
body is a signifier, a location of meaning on which values and ideals of a society are 
presented as normal/acceptable/unacceptable. In film and feminist studies the body in film 
is understood in relation to gender, identity, fetishism and eroticism. Thus the body is 
viewed as an object of the male gaze, a source of distraction from the natural progress of 
the narrative and a source of display for masquerading costumes. A film of a modern 
dancer has symbolic implications in relation to the body on film, the body as a dancer and 
the body as movement. Fuller’s body presents another kind of physical expression, as it 
did not rely on the typical technique of revealing the female form (burlesque and cabaret) 
to communicate sexual or erotic meaning. Instead Fuller was subtle in how her skin is 
shown as the volumes of cloth, which whirl around her form, covering her limbs, reveal at 
dispersed intervals her head and feet. 
The body is also a source of energy, a natural pure human energy, and its movements 
and shapes represent symbolic meaning as they are imbued with social and cultural 
meaning. Fuller’s dance relies on the abstraction of her body to communicate symbolic 
meaning as her body is both absent and present at the same time. Guédon (2009:3) writes 
that Fuller’s abstraction of her body functions as “a pure sign and an abstract symbol, not 
only is she a metaphor in assentia, standing for ‘elementary aspects’ she geometrically 
synthesises by means of the shapes she takes on”. Thus the signifying meaning 
generated by Fuller’s body is understood by her ability to abstract its form and 
communicate non-human forms, concepts and emotions for which her body serves as the 
metaphor. Mulligan (2010:78) adds that Fuller believed she was able to use her body to 
communicate her intimate feelings to her audiences, she says that “the form and attitude 
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of a human being reveal the emotions of the soul”. With the abstraction of the body in 
combination with the cloth’s movement Fuller creates organic, abstract forms and shapes 
(see Figure 4.1) which allow her to articulate the emotions and concepts she references 
through her dances, in this case a serpent and its religious and mythological associations.  
In Serpentine Dance, the relationship between Fuller’s body and constant movements is 
an important consideration in this study, as she expressed herself and her ideologies 
through her movements. Fuller’s individual expression through modern forms of movement 
(modern dance) and the capture of movement in early motion picture (Serpentine Dance is 
one such film) are ultimately able to communicate the symbolic nature of the body in 
movement. As both a code of content and a code of form, the movement in the film and 
the movement of the film reel, movement is fundamental to the communication of 
meaning. Brannigan (2003:35) provides a quote from modern dancer, Isadora Duncan, 
who explained Fuller’s dance style: “This was a dance of transformation through motion; 
flowing, spiralling, wavering, turning movements that fired audience’s imaginations and 
inspired multiple readings of the morphing shapes she created”. The forms and shapes 
she creates with the s-shaped movements of her body and the cloth can be described as 
organic, not only in their nature but also in the sense that the forms do not remain static, 
they are constantly morphing into new organic forms.  
The communication of symbolic meaning can be expressed with the movements of the 
body and cloth, which are supported by the potential symbolic associations of colour. The 
film makes use of colour through a hand-painted kaleidoscopic technique implemented in 
post-production, a code of form, which creates the illusion that Fuller’s costume is 
changing colour, starting with green and changing to teal, mint, dusty pink, canary yellow, 
orange, coral, light grey and lilac and then beginning again with teal. The pastel colours 
that were painted onto the film (seen in Figure 4.6) can be understood to communicate as 
colour has many associated meanings attached to it. However, these meanings are 
always culturally and contextually developed, thus the context of 1896’s colour association 
to pastel is concerned with Fuller’s affiliation with the Symbolist art movement prevalent in 
Paris at the time, for its references to portraying nature, dream states or states of altered 
reality (Fourie 1996:121; Kappel 2007:78). 
Ultimately, the visuals created by the movements of the cloth around and against the body 
communicate meaning as a visual spectacle of wonder and entertainment as the 
contemporary eye attempts to make sense of the film. The textured nature of the film 
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communicates in the sense that the film is very old and the technology used at the time 
was rudimentary compared with technology available today (and used in Rusty Nails) 
although it was pioneering at the time of filming, and although minimalistic (moving body 
and cloth) the combinations were still able to enthral and keep the viewer engaged, and 
viewed today, create complex visual interest. Although these minimalistic elements 
communicate, there is no clear meaning illustrated by the characteristics. The 
interpretation of the visual is left open to possible abstract symbolic or metaphorical 
associations, to which Fuller was intending to allude. The cloth, body and movement as 
interrelated elements both communicate independently based on their associated meaning 
outside Serpentine Dance as well as inside the film. The silk cloth is a symbol of wealth 
and luxury and its use in film can be understood similarly based on its excessive volume: 
the costume is both a display and disguise and a source of physical protection. The body, 
(in expressive entertainment) does not always signify sexual associations by relying on 
revealing the flesh of the body to attract the attention of audiences. But instead, the body 
signifies an abstract form, making it also an abstract identity and abstract gender. The 
movement is understood in relation to technology, the constant change (also an attribute 
of the fashion system) and constant motion, which are associated with notions of 
industrialisation with its mechanical element but are interpreted here as contrasting as the 
movements are fluid, organic and ephemeral.   
 
4.3 Rusty Nails (2009) 
 
4.3.1. Introduction to Rusty Nails 
Rusty Nails is the name of a song on Moderat’s album and the Rusty Nails music video 
has been analysed in this study for its use of cloth, the body and movement to 
communicate meaning. Moderat is an electronic band, comprising Sebastian Szary and 
Gernot Bronsert (of Modeselektor) and Sascha Ring (of Apparat, hence the name, 
Moderat) (Colly 2009:1). The group of musicians/DJs/producers started working together 
in 2002 but only produced their first self-titled album, Moderat Deluxe Version, in 2009. 
The Rusty Nails music video is from the Moderat album and the visuals are the main focus 
of the analysis and discussion. However a music video is so fundamentally influenced by 
the lyrics, sound and structure of the track as well as by the tracks preceding and following 
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it that to ignore the meaning of the album and the track itself would limit the possible 
interpretation of meaning within the music video.  
The album is considered dance music and is a combination of techno, dubstep, “glitch, 
electro, and hip-hop thump” (Colly 2009:2). Garcia (2009:2) describes the album as having 
a “damaged” “emotional curve” because it “will manipulate you to feel certain things that 
require attention to be assimilated”. This he says is due to the “textures” and “layers” 
created by their “strange” dark ethereal style (Garcia 2009:1). The track Rusty Nails is 
described as a “ballad” by Bloom (2009:2), who says:  
With heartfelt vocals provided by Ring himself, the bouncy, scraping breakbeat is 
complemented by brief vocal pockets, setting the stage for a wide, stormy drop. 
Signature Apparat synth squeals dot the landscape amidst breathing pads – not 
only does this track carry the loveliest melody of the album, its low end punches 
through with remarkable gravity.   
This abstract description of the track can be said to add to the layers of meaning 
communicated by the album and its audio-visuals, as the music is a contemporary genre 
of music that has its own symbolic associations of drug culture, trance crowd mentality, 
dance as spiritual experience and DJ as “shamanistic cheerleader” (Shaughnessy 
2006:10-14). The music video for Rusty Nails was produced by Pfadfinderei (a German 
word meaning path finder), a Berlin-based design collective who collaborated with Moderat 
on their Deluxe Version CD and DVD on which Rusty Nails is featured. Pfadfinderei also 
perform as a visual artists crew or visual jockeys (VJ) with various other international DJs. 
Their style is said to include “vestorial graphics, typography and motion graphics”, which 
are combined in “unique” ways (Bianchi and Serri 2006:2). Their view is that “the task of 
the VJ is to be able to feel the music ... and translate it into picture, to hear and react, this 
is what we like and what make us Pfadfinderei” (Bianchi and Serri 2006:14).  
More specifically, Rusty Nails is a “sad story”, of a relationship between a man and a 
woman, and through the visuals Pfadfinderei hoped to communicate a dream state or 
space of reflection (Seebald and Wendland 2010:1). A “sad story”, although open to 
interpretation – a sad relationship, a sad person – can conjur notions of a loss of love, 
heart-break, a tragedy or a betrayal, expressed by phrases of the lyrics, “you tricked me”, 
“down is the only way out”, “the pain is not mine” and “it feels like walking on rusty nails” 
(Moderat 2009). The visuals were coordinated to express the lyrics of the song as a line-
by-line translation. The collective actively chose to create visuals that were abstract and 
open for interpretation and resulted in a modern/minimalist combination of moving cloth, 
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the body, lighting and motion graphics (Seebald and Wendland 2010:1). The film consists 
of numerous cuts where volumes of cloth are shown moving and draped in various ways 
over the male and female masked protagonists’ bodies. At some points the cloth is loose 
and unstructured, creating vertical and horizontal rivers, and at other times it is draped 
over a body to create a “looming, faceless monster” (Garcia 2009:1). The use of cloth in 
this film is symbolic as the abstract visuals allow the cloth to communicate concepts 
associated with its use in other instances as well as its relationship with the body, colour, 
light, music, movement, graphics and editing to present meaning. The organic movements 
of the cloth are exaggerated by large industrial fans that mimic the force of various 
degrees of wind – from a slight breeze to a vigorous howling gale. The visuals and 
movements are set against a black background, and the cloth and bodies are lit with high 
contrast lighting that produces dramatic shadows in the intricate creases and crevices 
created by the draped cloth over the curved forms of the bodies. The organic nature of the 
cloth, the body and their movements are contrasted by black geometric layered patterns 
that are placed as static computer-generated vector graphics onto the filmed visuals. The 
graphic vectors intersect numerous shots in the film and this contrast creates a dynamic 
that communicates within the layers mentioned above (see Figure 4.3 and Figure 4.5).  
Although the visuals communicate with the sensual movements of the body and the 
organic furling of the cloth, the broad concept of a “sad story” is not clearly presented by 
the visuals independent of the layers of meaning added by the lyrics and music. The 
combinations of sound and lyrics provided by Moderat along with the visuals and graphic 
vectors by Pfadfinderei contribute to the various layers of the music video as a whole. The 
lyrics, sound and graphics provide symbolic interaction within the communication of 
meaning. The structure of the lyrics can be explained as divided into paragraphs and thus 
they have a poetic structure (of 5 lines, 4 lines, 5 lines) that the visuals to some degree 
follow through the line-by-line interpretation. These layers communicate meaning in 
combination but when analysing the visuals in isolation, the meaning is abstract.  
Therefore the meaning generated by a particular film can be understood further based on 
the context in which it is created and presented. In this instance, Rusty Nails 
communicates meaning based on the context in which its creators, as Berliners, identify 
and express themselves as musicians, designers and visual jockeys active in the 
contemporary global dance scene. The fall of the Berlin Wall was a catalyst to the club 
culture of Germany that is now recognised internationally and is a result of the large open 
spaces and abandoned factories in East Germany (Bloom 2009:4). The context of Berlin, 
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as a global dance centre with strong club culture, influences the way the visuals of Rusty 
Nails communicate meaning. Pfadfinderei say, as a team, part of the context they were 
inspired by included “factory design” and the industrial nature of the locations in which they 
started performing in the late 90s. The contemporary video jockey scene makes use of 
highly technical programs and equipment that allow on-the-spot editing techniques and 
computer-generated vectors while at the same time combining these with their minimalist 
abstract aesthetics. The contrast between the machine generated techniques/tools and the 
sensitivity of the way they use the body, cloth, lighting and movement creates a sensual 
and erotic film. 
Those viewing the visuals online or at live performances engage with its content based on 
their own contextual frame of reference and interpret meaning from that point of view. The 
meaning communicated by the visuals in the film is abstract, thus no particular idea is 
expressed, which allows the viewer to interpret the movement, body, cloth from their own 
culturally encoded perspective. However when viewed with the lyrics the cloth, body and 
movement are given additional or alternative meaning as they contribute to the layers of 
meaning and emphasise certain characteristics of the combinations. With this in mind the 
criteria of cloth, body and movement will be explored further.  
 
4.3.2. How is cloth, the body and movement used in Rusty Nails to create symbolic 
associations between the visuals and the reading?   
The role of cloth, the body and movement are discussed here in order to understand how 
they contribute to creating a potential symbolic association between the visuals and the 
reading of those visuals. Body language, codes of form and codes of content are 
discussed in relation to the cloth, the body and movement. The interrelated nature of the 
cloth, body and movement contribute to the communication of symbolic meaning and 
assist in developing potential symbolic associations between the signs, the signifiers and 
the signifieds. The physical qualities of the cloth coupled with the movement of the cloth 
and the body communicate meaning that can be understood as abstract within the context 
of Rusty Nails (see Figure 4.2) (also refer to Addendum B-E for the full semiotic analysis). 
At the same time the abstract use of cloth in its long unstructured lengths contrasts with 
the intricate drapes of the hooded characters, to create interest in the minimalist use of 
elements within the film. The use of contrasts is also played out with the lighting and 
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background of the film. Altogether the neutral colours, the fluid movements and the 
dramatic lighting create a sensual and erotic connotation to the cloth on the body. The 
combination of these characteristics communicates meaning as interrelated elements that 
rely on each other.   
 
Figure 4.2. Screenshots from Rusty Nails (2009) to indicate the various ways in which 
cloth was used in the music video.  
The use of cloth in Rusty Nails communicates meaning through its physical properties as 
well as its use in context. As a code of content, Pfadfinderei use cloth as a prop or artefact 
as well as a costume. The cloth is used as unstructured lengths and volumes of fabric as 
well as loosely wrapped, bound or draped body coverings that a fashion designer fastened 
onto the protagonists (Seebald and Wendland 2010:1). The cloth communicates meaning 
in relation to its physical properties that include colour, texture and styling. The cloth is 
light in colour, with a plain weave and texture. These qualities can be seen as 
uncomplicated and neutral in the context of the film, the uncomplicated characteristics of 
the weave and colour are mimicked by the styling and use of the cloth as unstructured 
lengths of cloth. However a more detailed quality is used in the semi-unstructured cloth in 
Figure 4.2 where the draped technique used for the hooded silhouette expresses complex 
and/or ominous characteristics. The techniques used to create shapes and forms can be 
interpreted as organic, as they take on the form of the body. The cloth does not always 
communicate a clear meaning but is used as a medium that covers and hides the body, 
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signifying protection, a shield from harm conjuring notions of a nest, a womb or an 
embryo. In other instances, the cloth creates forms that can be associated with nature as it 
appears as a tumbling waterfall (Figure 4.3), a sand dune landscape (Figure 4.5) or a 
babbling river, set against a backdrop: an abyss of blackness.  
 
Figure 4.3.  Screenshots from Rusty Nails (2009) to indicate abstract use of body and a 
body that is both absent and present at the same time.  
The cloth in the film generates meaning not only from its physical characteristics but also 
because of its contact with the body, as a location of meaning and the expressive qualities 
of its movements. In Figure 4.4 the relationship between the cloth and the body is 
highlighted as characteristics of the cloth and skin can be seen as similar and different. 
The skin and cloth are both supple as the skin takes the shape of the skeleton and the 
cloth takes the shape of body. The colour tone is light and their textures can be expressed 
as smooth. The characteristics of this relationship could represent a bare, unprotected or 
humanistic quality that is communicated by the cloth as a metaphor for human emotions 
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but at the same time contrasted with the draped and hooded relationship with the body 
and cloth of Figure 4.7. The relationship between the cloth and the body of the hooded 
protagonist is a dominant feature of the film and its expressive movements are a feature 
for much of the film. The codes of form such as the shot length changes: in some it is 
close-up, such as this one, at other times is a full-length shot. The editing of the scenes 
with the wafting hooded character creates associations of the ‘boogieman’, hooded villain 
or the illuminati.  
 
Figure 4.4. Screenshots from Rusty Nails (2009), these indicate the use of skin, 
dramatic lighting and abstract shapes created with the body to portray 
sensual and erotic visuals.  
In Rusty Nails the body is another code of content and creates a sense of abstract 
meaning and tension through revealing and concealing the human form. The body is 
shown in an abstract manner and is maintained as the protagonists’ bodies are shown 
“without precise faces” (Seebald and Wendland 2010:1). This is achieved through various 
methods such as precise framing, a code of form, which only partially reveals the bodies’ 
 80 
form (such as Figure 4.4), or is shown covered, semi-covered or obscured in form with 
cloth, lighting or masks which Pfadfinderei used to create and maintain a “mystical 
atmosphere” (Seebald and Wendland 2010:1). In Figure 4.3, the body’s presence is 
evident although it is not visible, the body is absent as it is not seen, but it is made present 
by the organic movements of cloth which could not have been created with an energy 
source other than that belonging to a human body. In Figure 4.4, Figure 4.5 and Figure 
4.7, the form of the body is present based on the shape protruding through taut stretched 
cloth and the hooded draped silhouette.   
The body communicates meaning through body language and as a code of content 
because it communicates within a particular cultural context: in film it is used to indicate 
elements associated with culture, gender and identity. Film creates a text-spectator 
position and in Rusty Nails the spectator can associate with both genders presented in the 
film. The role of gender is worth noting as Pfadfinderei made use of two “protagonists”, a 
male and female. This gender, as the narrative deals with the relationship between a man 
and woman, perhaps an intimate relationship that is revealed by the subtle sensual or 
erotic nuances in the lighting of the body and the form of the body. The gender of the 
female protagonist is communicated by the soft sloping curves and smooth skin (Figure 
4.6) while that of the male can be interpreted from the strong chin of Figure 4.5 and the 
broad shoulders in Figure 4.7. The dominant sex shown in the film is of a masculine form 
and could indicate that the meaning and abstract emotions expressed are from a male 
perspective or that the story is of a “male” emotional experience. It is also worth noting that 
narrative is coded as “male” and costume or fashion in film as “female”, thus with the focus 
here on cloth, the body and movement, gender and narrative are utilised with sensitivity, 
as the genders are often abstracted and rarely identifiable with the fast-paced editing 
(Warner 2011:123). This forms an area of possible ambiguity, where the viewer is left 
guessing as to whether the figure is male or female and crossing between the two could 
represent a multifaceted personality or alternatively the symbolic merging of two into one. 
The use of cloth ultimately removes the identity of the person so they therefore become 
representative figures rather than individuals. 
Although the male gender may have dominant presence the movements and actions of 
the protagonists are not gender-specific. Movement in this film is created by both codes of 
content and codes of form. Movements of the cloth and body are very expressive and 
communicate meaning in the context of the film. At some points the movement of the cloth 
is gentle and calm, with slow suggestive movements of the head and slow movements 
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along the curve of a spine to reveal the flesh of a body. The fluid movements of the cloth 
are supported by the cloth’s light weight and plain weave that could represent a lack of 
structure and stability as it is easily manipulated and moves organically with the body. At 
other times the cloth is more dramatic and vigorous: the vast circular and vertical 
movements of the cloth are powerful and strong and the running action of a hooded 
protagonist could communicate emotions associated with running away from (negative – 
fear, anger, sadness, danger) or running towards (positive – hopes, dreams, goals) 
something. The contrast between the types of movement vary between the cloth moving 
over a stationary body and the body moving secured cloth and communicates meaning in 
their conflicting characteristics. For example the movements of the head (Figure 4.5) as 
they shift from mid-screen to the top of the frame could indicate a search for hope.  
 
 
Figure 4.5. Screenshots from Rusty Nails (2009), indicate the protagonist’s subtle head 
movements, landscape forms and use of vectors.  
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The protagonist’s body is revealed through the cloth and the combination of elements 
could represent a conflict between expressions of anguish or frustration as the head 
presses and struggles against the membrane-like cloth, associated with birth, hatching 
from an egg, implying a struggle for new life, hope but also the danger of death, fragility.   
The communication of meaning and possible symbolic associations can be understood by 
analysing the tonal range and use of colour, the erotic lighting, the contact and movements 
of the body and cloth which create a sensual and sensitive portrayal of a “sad story” within 
this film. The meaning expressed by the visuals was abstracted when analysed without the 
interpretation of the layers provided by the lyrics and sound. Garcia (2009:3) notes that the 
music video is able to communicate emotion in a very real way. He says: 
There is no narrative, but there is a definite visual style and an emotional agenda. 
It’s an exploration of materials, and very subtly the videos manage to convey very 
real emotions. A very elegant work that might be too abstract for the casual watcher, 
but a pleasure to someone more involved (ibid.).  
The use of colour as a communicator plays an important role in setting a mood and 
atmosphere within the visuals by its association to the other signifiers in the film. The 
colour palette is muted and includes shades of grey and white and black. These colours 
can symbolise meaning in their current culturally-encoded associations but also 
communicate meaning in their contrasting nature within the film. The lighting is dramatic 
and sensual and communicates emotions of intimacy and delicacy through the 
combination with the movements of the cloth and body. These convey a sense of 
humanness in contrast to the abstract nature of the cloth and the movements of the body. 
The lighting plays a vital role in the ability of the cloth to communicate meaning as it 
creates a mood and allows the cloth, its delicate folds over the body and its movements, to 
be the areas of focus against the dark, constant, black background. Artificial chiaroscuro 
lighting was used with a Rembrandt technique. Rembrandt lighting is an indexical sign 
used to focus attention on selective elements, in this case, the body and cloth (Du Plooy 
1996:120). The lighting is dramatic and compositional use of contrasts of light, shadows 
and half-tones are used to reveal and conceal the abstract form of the body as well as to 
illuminate the subtle creases and movements of the cloth. The lighting in Rusty Nails 
contributes to a sensual mood that is sensitive, intimate, romantic and erotic, as 
Pfadfinderei wanted to create a “dark” and “sexy” atmosphere (Seebald and Wendland 
2010:1). While the cloth and body are lit, the background is in complete darkness and 
keeps the protagonists’ body and cloth movements illuminated but also abstracted. The 
 83 
black background contrasts with the lighting, body and cloth as it is a consistent, void-like 
space which never changes throughout the film, thus it can be interpreted as restful 
emptiness, it creates a mystery of potential or possibility (unknown) – both typical 
associations with the colour black (Smith 2006:1).  
Ultimately the combination of cloth, the body and movement, as the main characteristics of 
the music video, communicate meaning and create possible symbolic associations with 
the visuals and reading of the films as interrelated elements. Colour and lighting 
accentuate the curves of the body and the creases of the cloth in a sensual and erotic 
manner further supporting the expressive relationship between the cloth and the body.   
 
4.4. A comparison of Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails 
The central areas of concern – cloth, the body and movement – in Serpentine Dance and 
Rusty Nails will be compared to determine where similarities and differences arise in their 
use. A comparison between the films will be done to determine how possible symbolic 
meaning is communicated through the interrelated use of cloth, the body and movement, 
as these characteristics are primary communicators in fashion film. In traditional film 
genres the inclusion of signs and codes are often guided by primary communicators: 
narrative, plot and fashion, while costume and cloth are viewed as secondary 
communicators, there only to support the narratives by communicating information about 
the characters, themes and settings. In fashion films narrative structures are not a 
prerequisite, and the result is that many fashion films have no clear narrative or narrative 
structure but rely instead on the generation of meaning elsewhere, in the codes of form 
and codes of content. The visuals generally consist of models wearing some form of body 
covering (fashion, costume and/or cloth) and moving around, posing and dancing, with 
close-up shots of detail and movement, and then footage is combined with various editing 
techniques and sound in post-production. Thus the generation of meaning in the sensual, 
nuances of the cloth against the body, the communication potential of furling cloth and the 
diverse expressiveness of its relationship to the body are the focus of the discussions of 
cloth, the body and movement in Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails.  
In order to facilitate the comparison of the films, it is important to note that the ability of 
cloth, the body and movement to function as signs in each film is dependent on a number 
of factors, including the communicators’ intended meanings, and the signs’ relationships to 
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one another in the films and in society. Cloth, the body and movement are able to 
communicate inside the film text because they signify meaning outside the film text, as 
they function as possible symbolic signifiers in social and cultural contexts beyond the 
films. When cloth, the body and movement are used in film as primary communicators, 
they are able to signify both literal and symbolic meaning and the interpretation process 
encourages a recipient to refer to their familiar frame of reference in order to locate 
possible meanings for the signifiers in the films. The cloth, body and movement are able to 
function as signs and metaphors for something not directly illustrated in the films, for 
example emotions, objects, concepts, myths and dreams. Thus the initial communication 
of Serpentine Dance is invariably a product of its time (similarly for Rusty Nails) but the 
social and cultural meanings associated with cloth, the body and movement have changed 
in the course of the last hundred years and inadvertently impact on how the criteria are 
presented (in the film) and interpreted (by the viewer) to signify possible symbolic 
meaning. The interrelationships between cloth, the body, movement, the communicator 
and the context, inside and outside the film, are fundamental to a comparison of the 
selected films and how they use, and attribute meaning to cloth, the body and movement.     
Exploring the interrelationship between cloth, the body and movement and the contexts 
(film) of the aforementioned interrelationship can shed light on how cloth, the body and 
movement can signify possible symbolic meaning. Also cloth, the body and movement are 
able to communicate in each film based on their relationship with the other signs in each 
film, such as sound and music (Rusty Nails), lighting, colour and texture. Film is also a 
sign and it communicates meaning as a form that has particular signifying qualities that 
are highlighted by a semiotic approach to film analysis. A semiotic approach suggests that 
the positions offered by the signifiers that compose a text, in this case film, provide 
subjects for the interpreter to identify with. Thus the most obvious subject positions offered 
are the position of the female or male in Rusty Nails and the position of the female 
performer onstage, before the camera, in Serpentine Dance. But part of what is produced 
comes not only from the filmed performance but also from the filmic apparatus itself, in 
other words one is interpellated by, or identifies with, the camera gaze, which produces a 
certain kind of subject. One is encouraged to feel not simply as a character in the scene 
unfolding (with a relation to cloth, to ones own and others’ bodies and its movement), but 
as a witness to the scene through the camera gaze, a voyeur looking in from the outside.    
It is also important to note the role of technology in communicating meaning through film, 
although the role of the camera – as a recording device has not necessarily changed since 
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the invention of film. However the capabilities and functions of machinery and equipment 
used to create film and the kinds of postproduction techniques used in film have also 
progressed. Technology is a fundamental characteristic of fashion film, as the fashion 
system evolves to adopt more online formats, the role of film is expected to increase; 
making fashion film’s ability to communicate with non-narrative, primary communicators, 
through the visuals, all the more pertinent to its ability to effectively communicate fashion-
related meaning.  
 
4.4.1. Cloth in Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails  
In Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails, cloth is a sign that serves as a primary 
communicator and is utilised to communicate meaning within the films. Cloth is used in 
Fuller’s costume and in Rusty Nails in numerous abstract ways. Cloth is able to 
communicate in film through its physical characteristics as well as its ability to 
communicate outside of film, in society and culture. Cloth communicates differently when 
shown on its own or in relation to the body, and when it is moving and when it is still. 
Because different cloth is used in different ways in the two films, a comparison of the use 
of cloth will also consider what possible symbolic meanings the cloth aims to communicate 
in each film.     
The cloth’s physical properties are surface colour, texture, pattern, weave and yarn, and 
also proportion, styling and construction. The colour of Fuller’s costume is white and there 
are various colours of cloth in Rusty Nails, including white, navy, mocha, cement and 
cream. Both films make use of cloth that has no surface pattern and is either woven or 
knitted with a plain weave creating a smooth textured surface. Both films make use of 
cloth that is smooth and light and in both cases serves as a surface onto which lighting, 
graphics and colour are projected or applied. As soon as was technically possible 
musicians and composers “grasped the opportunity to enhance the live performance of 
music with ...visuals” (Shaughnessy 2006:11). As far back as the 18th century the “Lumia 
performances” in avant-garde circles were characterised by visuals of random non-linear 
images projected onto the moving human body and other unlikely surfaces – apparently 
“anything other than a white canvas rectangle” (ibid.). The notion of the cloth as a surface 
for projected imagery and the synaesthetic concept of visualising music is characteristic of 
Fuller’s live performances as well as the function of video jockeys such as Pfadfinderei. 
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Fuller’s costume functioned as a screen onto which lights, colour and images were 
projected in her live performance, but to create a similar effect with black and white film, in 
post-production the film was hand-painted with a kaleidoscope of changing pastel colours. 
In Rusty Nails the cloth is used as a screen onto which lighting, colour filters (red and 
orange) and linear geometric graphic vectors are projected. The symbolic implications are 
that cloth is a neutral surface or medium onto which meaning is projected. For example, 
the film screen (originally made of cloth) is projected with an image giving it meaning, and 
cloth in costume and fashion is understood as a format onto which the times of an era are 
projected and presented for translation.  
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Figure 4.6. Screenshots from Serpentine Dance (1896) to indicate the pastel shades 
that are hand-painted on the film in postproduction.  
Fuller’s costume can be a neutral screen onto which pastel colours are projected. The 
pastel colours could be symbolic of meaning based on the context of the film as Fuller was 
associated with Symbolist movement who reacted against the industrial revolution, thus 
symbolising nature’s delicate petals or blossoms could symbolise a whirling dream world, 
a fantasy. In Rusty Nails the red and orange filters are applied when the lyrics “hell is 
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above” are sung and can be understood to represent notions of hell, heat and fire, in 
relation to the notion of a broken relationship, thus representing heartache, loss, agony 
and sadness. Numerous and varied black deconstructed geometric vector graphics are 
also projected as static forms onto the moving cloth, creating a contrast. The layered 
triangle and circle combinations could be stylised references to alchemy and mysticism but 
symbolise through their characteristics a masculine, logical and structured contrast to the 
organic and unstructured cloth.    
Both films use cloth that is described as organic because it is malleable and moves with 
the body movements and takes the shape of the body. This is because the weave and 
yarn are woven and knitted creating structured, tight and dense textiles that are still light in 
weight. The knitted cloth shown in Figure 4.4 and Figure 4.5 would have been used for its 
capacity to stretch over the form of the body to dramatise the expressive movements of 
the figure and face. The uncomplicated weaves (examples of complicated weaves are 
jacquard, brocade, lace or crochet) are used for the majority of textiles and have not been 
changed for centuries; there is a timelessness about woven cloth: it is democratic and 
neutral, although there is a distinction when expensive yarns are used. Fuller’s costume is 
suspected to be silk, chosen for its light weight and lustre. Pfadfinderei use varied types of 
cloth throughout the film but the majority appear to be a blend of polyester and cotton. 
Different yarns have different cultural associations (Hollander 1988:12). During the Belle 
Époque, silk was associated with the Orient, wealth and luxury as it is very expensive and 
time-consuming to harvest and process, and in those days it was also perilous to acquire. 
Still today pure silk is very expensive and the volumes used for Fuller’s costume required 
excessive amounts to create the forms and shapes she needed for her performances, thus 
invoking associations with its luxury and allure as a fibre in Serpentine Dance. Cotton and 
polyester in blends of polyester/cotton are more economic fibres, polyester is a man-made 
fibre created as a replacement for natural fibres such as cotton and do not have the same 
luxury and status associated with them as silk or wool. Cotton and polyester are functional 
fibres that are durable, multipurpose, used for almost every possible use of cloth such as 
uniforms, linen, furnishings and clothing, and worn by everybody from royalty to the poor. 
But where they are used in volumes and layers in Rusty Nails, they acquire a sense of 
value through the abstract way in which they are used as forms used to express concepts 
and themes.    
Serpentine Dance makes use of a specifically constructed costume; the cloth is part of a 
costume that was constructed from a pattern to be used as a voluminous modern dance 
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prop. In Rusty Nails lengths of loose cloth are used or lengths of fabric are draped and 
temporarily secured on the body in a semi-structured manner. Although Fuller’s costume is 
structured from a construction point of view, both films use the unstructured movements of 
cloth to communicate. In Serpentine Dance the shapes created by the moving cloth are 
organic natural forms that are said to reference the waves of the ocean and various floral 
varieties through their serpentine flowing movements. In Rusty Nails the shapes created 
by the cloth are also organic in nature and have more landscape-like forms, such as a 
landscape, a waterfall, rivers, mountains and sand dunes. In Rusty Nails the unstructured 
cloth can symbolise a nest, a cocoon, a womb or a sanctuary in some instances but also a 
hooded cloak creating an impression of a hooded monster, something to be feared or an 
abstract form, associated with anything else. These abstract concepts are expressed as 
elements that the cloth can portray through its neutral qualities and how it is used in 
context.  
The cloth in each film is able to express interest through its characteristics. These same 
qualities also allow cloth to communicate as a symbol of something else or a metaphor for 
symbolic meaning. The cloth’s organic properties allow it to morph, change and adapt its 
shape, which contributes to its abstract potential. Cloth can be imbued with meaning 
based on its associated meanings through its use in other contexts, its social, cultural and 
production history. Due to these qualities, cloth is able to communicate inside and outside 
the film texts. Thus in both films the use of cloth is a focal area that functions as a 
communication device in its physical properties of colour, texture, weave and weight, its 
volumes and its expressive movements against and by the body. The differences exist in 
the use of structural construction as Fuller’s Serpentine Dance garment is designed and 
stitched while loose lengths and draping techniques were combined in Rusty Nails.   
 
4.4.2. The body in Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails 
The meanings associated with the body change over time and express different things in 
different contexts. The body represents particular ideas and concepts around gender, 
nudity, movement and sex and in the 1890s these meanings would have differed greatly 
from what they represent today. Through body language, the body communicates meaning 
and is a sign that forms a fundamental element of the communication in the selected films, 
as it is a source of energy and movement and it interacts with the cloth in an intimate way. 
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Possible symbolic meaning in Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails is signified by the body 
because it communicates meaning outside film, in a number of contexts, in society and in 
culture, as it signifies notions associated with gender, identity, age, race, class, display – 
beauty and the grotesque and sexual desire. In film the body and its relationship to fashion 
and costume are associated with similar concepts in society as well as notions of the gaze 
– object/subject positions – and together are understood to support narrative, character, 
themes and setting as a secondary communicator. In relation to dance the body is 
understood as a primary communicator as its forms and movements are utilised as an 
expressive medium that is able to communicate possible symbolic meanings. Thus 
Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails both use the body as an expressive medium as the 
body movements can be understood as dance and performance on film, which functions 
as a primary communicator.  
The body is a location of meaning in society, in the 1890s gender roles, identity and race 
were important social and class indicators, the distinctions of which were clearly defined 
under the patriarchal, capitalist and colonial social structures of Paris. Fuller’s body is 
covered by her costume but is understood as feminine-based on the context of her 
reputation as a performer as well as her high-heeled dancing shoes, hair and facial 
features. Although gender is not an important feature in Serpentine Dance, its organic 
movements, as founding expressions of modern dance, are grounded on the earth and in 
touch with the body – feminine rather than masculine. There was a certain expectation of 
the female body in popular entertainments such as burlesque, cabaret and vaudeville 
shows that relied on the body as a sexualised, beautiful object of desire. Fuller was a 
female performer (recognised in later years as a modern dancer) and was considered by 
some as a “lesbian” in her sexual orientation and her physical body was described as “fat”, 
“ugly” and “graceless”, qualities viewed as undesirable in female performers (Innes 
2010:11-12). However these characteristics are not directly evident in Serpentine Dance, 
instead the body is rarely visible. Fuller’s style of performance in Serpentine Dance was 
originally precedented on an expected expression of female subjectivity. She used to 
perform as an actress and burlesque dancer and her serpentine dance style transcended 
from the skirt dance, which was characterised by revealing and concealing the legs. 
However, Fuller exaggerated the movements and the skirt to create a form that did not rely 
on this subjectivity. Refusing to rely on revealing her flesh, Fuller’s style became an 
expression of her individuality, her ideologies and beliefs, and instead of showing her body 
she showed her inventions, techniques and skills. The possible symbolic meaning of the 
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body in Serpentine Dance could be as a rebellious expression of independent strength 
and femininity. In Rusty Nails the body is presented in a contemporary 
German/Western/European context where views of the body, race, class and gender are 
considered liberal. German dance and club culture is worth considering as a possible 
influence for Pfadfinderei as they often perform in clubs with Moderat, where dancing and 
public sexuality (and sexual acts) are ways in which the body is presented, thus the 
context of club culture affects how the body can be interpreted in Rusty Nails. However 
when viewed on YouTube or DVD, the possible symbolic meaning of the body in the 
context of a home environment is intimate or private (not public and exhibitionistic) and 
thus the way the bodies are interpreted is different.  
In Rusty Nails, the body communicates notions of gender as the music video deals with a 
suspected intimate relationship between a man and woman. The dominant gender shown 
in Rusty Nails is of a masculine form which could indicate that the meaning and symbolic 
associations are from a male perspective or that the story is of a male’s emotional 
experience. The gender of the protagonists is expressed through subtle indicators such as 
skin texture, facial structure and proportion. These are interpreted from contextual 
generalisations rather than accurate visuals as the bodies in Rusty Nails are often 
androgynous. This forms an area of possible ambiguity, where the viewer is left guessing 
as to whether the figure is male or female and crossing between the two could represent a 
multifaceted personality or alternatively the symbolic merging of two into one. Inevitably 
the body is not interpreted as sexual or objectified but sensual and subtle rather than 
explicit and subjective. This gendered role contrasts with Fuller’s predominantly female 
characteristics of body and movement.  
Fuller and the protagonists in Rusty Nails maintain a constant play between the absence 
and presence of the body and a tension arises between the reveal and conceal of the 
abstracted body. In both films the body is often both absent and present at the same time, 
this allows abstract associations to be developed with the body. In Serpentine Dance, 
Fuller’s body is absent in the sense that it is partially or fully obscured by the cloth but is 
present as the head and feet are sometimes visible. The body is present in the sense that 
it is the force moving the cloth. This could be symbolic of human’s temporality on earth, the 
fleetingness of life and the moment, and forces a certain kind of engagement based on the 
temporariness of the image and forms created. Similarly cloth is a representation of 
protection, covering the sinning body, and as conservative western religions viewed the 
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naked body as unattractive, essentially making Fuller’s body pure in its white (pure) robes: 
an angel, fairy or goddess.  
In Rusty Nails, the body is absent in various ways, in some parts of the film the body is 
completely absent where the cloth appears without the body while at other times it 
appears absent (abstracted) or is partially present (the silhouette of the body in shadow or 
form). In Figure 4.3, the body appears absent, however it is present as the body is creating 
the movements of the cloth, which are seen in the visuals although the body is concealed 
from view. At other times, the body is absent and abstracted but its form is present such as 
Figure 4.5. These characteristics could symbolise life and love as the song refers to a 
relationship, the complexity of love and intimacy or life and death: present one day and 
then absent another. The close-up shots of the body and skin contribute to a sensual, 
erotic body association. In Figure 4.4, the skin of the body is revealed, is shown as soft 
and smooth and its relationship to the cloth is worth noting, as the skin and cloth are both 
supple – skin takes the shape of the muscles and skeleton and the cloth takes the shape 
of the body. A parallel can be illustrated between the cloth being pulled off the back to 
reveal more skin and the serpent shedding its skin (association with Serpentine Dance). 
The symbolic association could be that the cloth in the form of fashion and costume is able 
to produce an element of a rebirth: a new, fresh form of protection, display, and modesty 
which can be likened to the makeover – as a transformative activity – in popular film and 
fashion film.   
The reveal and conceal of the skin is also a communicator in Rusty Nails, in relation to the 
other sign systems (movement, cloth, music, lighting, colour) in the film, for example when 
a bit of skin emerges from behind a piece of cloth, as a visual signifier, accompanied by 
the lyrics speaking of freedom or the need for warmth or protection, or when accompanied 
by sexualised words, each profoundly affect the inter-textual meaning communicated by 
the image of the body in relation to cloth and movement. In Serpentine Dance and Rusty 
Nails an abstract body is created through the combination of movement and cloth, and the 
absence and presence of the body. In Fuller’s case, the abstraction of the body verges on 
non-human as the cloth covers the body completely and the shapes that are created with 
the cloth have no resemblance to the human form. This dynamic is however not shown by 
the protagonists in Rusty Nails, their bodies and movements are not abstracted to the 
extent of being non-human and their shapes and form, although not always understood, 
can be interpreted as human. The abstraction of the body allows the relationship between 
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cloth, the body and movement to become symbolic of concepts and themes which elevate 
the communication capacity as individual and interrelated characteristics of the films.  
In both films, the body communicates meaning in similar ways as they make use of the 
expressive qualities of body movement and abstraction of the body by creating tension 
between the absence and presence of the body, although the techniques used by Fuller 
and Pfadfinderei are different. The body functions as a location of meaning to provide the 
cloth and body coverings with a level of signification. This level of signification is 
expressed through the combination of context, the body, cloth and movement. The body 
also communicates as a location of meaning where the contact of the cloth against the 
skin creates a sensual visual experience. In both films, the body is expressed as an 
abstract form although in Serpentine Dance, Fuller attempts to create a non-human form 
with her body while Pfadfinderei do not attempt to express a non-human form with their 
use of the body; although abstracted the bodies are always bodies being human.  
 
4.4.3. Movement in Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails 
Both Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails make use of movement as a code of content and 
a code of form. Movement is also shown through expressive body communication that is 
conscious rather than subconscious (typical of body language). Movement is able to 
communicate meaning in film because it communicates meaning in various ways within 
society by developing associated meanings. For instance notions of time and energy 
progress are concepts associated with physical or perceived movement. At the same time 
film is a medium that is fundamentally concerned with movement as it is a moving image 
(many stills on a moving reel, projector) that can show movement. 
Movement as a concept in society has also changed, broadly the pace of movement 
needs to be understood in terms of humans’ relationship with technology and the capacity 
that relationship has to represent human progress, evolution and meaning in relation to 
movement and nature (no technology). Movement also communicates different meanings 
in different contexts. In the 1890s movement was a key motivator of the industrial 
revolution, creating machines that moved faster and more efficiently than humans. 
Movement was also a motivation for the invention of the cinematograph (by the Lumière 
brothers) and for the development of motion pictures and cinema, being able to capture 
and replay the movements and actions of everyday life such as Fuller’s dance. Movement 
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in the contemporary context of Rusty Nails is different, as various forms of technology 
have changed the way humans understand themselves and what is possible. For example 
movement and digital technology (cameras, editing suites) have affected communication 
and entertainment and the Internet has created a global network that allows information 
and data to move across the world at a speed that was not conceivable in 1890s, making it 
possible to have access to both Rusty Nails and Serpentine Dance. (This concept is 
fundamental to fashion film in the sense that it is concerned with the constant change of 
fashion, and movement of the body and cloth and relies on the Internet to create easy 
access to the content.)   
Movement of the cloth and movement of the body both function as fundamental forms of 
communication through the content of the films. As a code of content used in Serpentine 
Dance and Rusty Nails, movement of the body and cloth are contrasting. In the context of 
movement and the body in the Belle Époque movement was expressed in traditional forms 
of dance, predominantly classical ballet as upright, aimed at extensions and elevation, with 
movements which were structural, starting and ending in poses. Fuller’s style of movement 
contrasted with ballet as it was centred in the torso, involved constant movement and was 
grounded in the earth/stage floor (attributes of modern dance). This style of movement 
could be interpreted as anti-classical/establishment and a sign of rebellion towards the 
conservative approaches to dignified (ballet) forms of physical expression and is 
supported by Fuller’s association with the Symbolist art movement. The type of movement 
used by Fuller in Serpentine Dance is described as constant motion, her body does not 
stop moving from the moment the film starts to when it ends, and the nature of the 
movements in the film is similar. The movements are s-shaped movements or serpentine 
movements that are employed to keep the cloth in motion and to prevent it from knotting. 
The use of constant motion is understood to communicate meaning, this could make for 
an interpretation of constant change, metamorphosis, continuation of life, the ability for an 
individual to present a multifaceted being, complexity of human nature, water of life, 
harmony and disharmony, life force, a symbolic engulfing of the individual passing of time. 
In contrast to Serpentine Dance, Rusty Nails makes use of many types of body and cloth 
movements and Figure 4.2 indicates four of the numerous other ways in which cloth and 
the body are engaged in movement within the film. The style of body movement in Rusty 
Nails can be considered dance, interpretive dance and performance art and is expressive 
of emotions and concepts. For example in Figure 4.3 the cloth and body are moving in big 
circular and vertical forms, although the body is not visible, this could reference natural 
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phenomena such as waves or a waterfall and suggest being washed or overcome by 
intense emotions or dramatic feelings, but could also reference the circle of life, time 
passing, or change. In Figure 4.4 the cloth is moving very slowly in a horizontal action to 
reveal the body that is lying stationary in a crouched position. The use of movement, the 
body and cloth are very sensual, revealing the bare skin can symbolise the vulnerability of 
humans, uncovering the truth and reality. In Figure 4.5, the cloth is stationary and the face 
appears to struggle against the cloth in a left-to-right action which could symbolise the 
struggle for new life: the cloth could represent an embryo, resistance or protection, and the 
face representing the hope of new life but also a possibility of danger or fear.  
 
Figure 4.7. Screenshots from Rusty Nails (2009) to illustrate the running movements of 
the draped and hooded protagonist.   
In Figure 4.7 the body is actively running on the spot and the running action makes the 
loosely draped cloth unravel. This unravelling movement of the cloth could be understood 
as unravelling a situation or emotions. The cloth, body movement interrelationship could 
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also be associated with expansion or moving away/ making a change/ a reaction to an 
action/ a consequence. 
Movement is also used in the films as a code of form in terms of the hand-painted, 
coloured film in Serpentine Dance and editing, or picturisation, through tertiary movement 
during postproduction in Rusty Nails. The techniques and technologies used by the films 
are worth noting in relation to movement and film, as they impact on how movement is 
interpreted. Although the technology to capture movement has developed, the basic 
elements of film have not necessarily changed. In each film, the body is still moving in 
front of the camera that then captures the footage. Each film uses post-production 
techniques; this is essentially where the majority of technological developments have 
taken place within film. The footage is then projected or displayed as a film. Serpentine 
Dance was filmed with a cinematograph, the first device to capture and project film in one 
device.  Rusty Nails was filmed with high tech cameras and lenses that capture up to 60 
frames per second and was edited with specified audio-visual programs (Seebald and 
Wendland 2010:1). Thus the technology available to Pfadfinderei in creating the 
movements in Rusty Nails was significantly more advanced than the technology used by 
the Lumière brothers. The sense of movement is shown as a code of content but is applied 
as a code of form as coloured lights and projections form part of Fuller’s live show which it 
was not possible to capture with the available technology, thus colour was applied to the 
film with a hand-painted technique during post-production, using a pastel colour palette 
that could symbolise youthful or whimsical associations. The colours appear to move down 
the garment and are replaced with another pastel shade in a morphing kaleidoscope. The 
fantastical changing pastel shades in Serpentine Dance evoke an energetic dream state 
coupled with the whirling cloth.  
Rusty Nails utilises a variety of movements that are created by the protagonists’ bodies 
and cloth, and these are reinforced by the many cuts and edits in the film. As a code of 
form, Pfadfinderei make use of picturisation through tertiary movement, which includes 
various editing techniques to create a sense of movement in the film, to progress the 
abstract narrative and to generate meaning through the syntagmatic and paradigmatic 
relationship between shots and scenes, with some scenes being quite long and others 
less than a second (Du Plooy 1996:143). The pace of editing varies between normal and 
slow motion and the effects of slow motion are used to dramatise, draw attention and 
focus to particular areas or actions, such as the sensual way in which the cloth is pulled off 
the back in Figure 4.4. The inconsistent pace of editing exercised by Pfadfinderei is 
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symbolic of a fragmented, inconsistent relationship but could also have been implemented 
to support the structure of the song and its narrative structures to mean that there is a 
higher order dictating the pace of the edit which creates a dramatic visual experience, but 
when viewed without the lyrics and music the movements seem calmer, more considered, 
less dramatic and as a result, less emotive.   
The movement of cloth, the body and editing techniques communicate in Serpentine 
Dance and Rusty Nails as cloth, the body and movement are interrelated and rely on each 
other to communicate symbolic meaning as both are abstract expressions. Where Fuller 
makes use of continuous movements of the body and cloth, the film directors make use of 
a single or joint take and thus make a continuous moving image. In Rusty Nails, 
Pfadfinderei support the different movements of the body and cloth by incorporating varied 
shot lengths and scene lengths that are edited to create a film with many transitions. Both 
films evoke a sensual and erotic connection between the body and the movements of the 
cloth, which is aided by lighting techniques and colour. The movements of the body in both 
films can be considered expressive and symbolic and their combination with moving cloth 
creates possible symbolic associations.  
 
4.5. Final notes on the findings and how they relate to fashion film 
communication  
The criteria used in the above discussions of Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nail’s use of 
cloth, the body and movement informs a particular perspective that can be related to the 
communication of possible symbolic meaning in film and supports explorations into the 
genre of fashion film. The relationships between primary and secondary communicators as 
well as the use of the body in media are highlighted. 
In traditional film genres (such as feature films), the communication of meaning and the 
possible symbolic associations developed in the films rely on genre and narrative 
structures. They prioritise the logic and forward thrust of a story and plot as they are 
considered to be primary communicators and are classed as “male” (Warner 2011:123). 
Fashion, costume, cloth, the body and movement are understood in feature films as 
secondary communicators and “female” in nature as they support the narrative/story 
(ibid.). Fashion film relies on fashion and clothing in some instances and narrative in 
others. However, this study looks at fashion as a primary communicator in film and 
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focuses on how the soft, sensual nuances between moving cloth and the body 
communicate meaning, rather than meaning generated in the narrative or plot. By placing 
fashion, costume, cloth, the body and movement as the primary communicators in film, 
this study provides another perspective to analysing film and thus investigating another 
approach to generating meaning in fashion film. The implications of placing fashion, cloth, 
the body and movement as primary communicators changes the way meaning is 
understood to be communicated by cloth, the body and movement as expressions and 
forms that are part of visual culture. Cloth, the body and movement can be gendered, 
classed, expressive of power and status or they can be neutral and imbued with different 
meanings in different contexts, which then influences their potential to communicate both 
literal meanings as well as possible symbolic associations in film.  
In many forms of mass media nudity, sex and more specifically, the sexualised female 
body are utilised as a common practice to symbolise glamour and beauty and to allude to 
desire. The use of the body in Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails must be understood in 
the context of these techniques as fashion communication (and fashion film) are 
associated with the symbolic communication of glamour, beauty and desire and relies 
specifically on the role of the body as a platform to present fashion. In Rusty Nails, the 
form of the female bust is revealed, however it is very subtle and covered by cloth. The 
naked skin of the female protagonist is bared at various instances and this is done to 
create an erotic visual environment through the combination of lighting, the body, cloth and 
movement. The use of the female body and naked skin in Rusty Nails are abstracted and 
indicate a sensitive, sensual approach that produces an erotic tension rather than an 
overtly sexual expression. This then can be expressive of the type of work or art that 
Pfadfinderei aspire to create, which relies on producing abstract work that is open for 
interpretation. In Serpentine Dance the body is not sexualised at all, only the feet and 
head are revealed. This contrast could also be suggestive of the context of the times and 
how the body is shown in media such as magazines and newspapers. Fuller’s use of the 
female body is also abstracted and as a result is not sexualised, the visuals create the 
impression of a skilled performer whose fluid and organic movements are whimsical and 
dreamy.  
The use of cloth can be understood to create a perceived tangible (cloth can be touched) 
connection between the abstract narrative of the relationship, images and emotions 
expressed in the films and those viewing the films. This could be considered a technique 
that is fostered in fashion film to create a link between seemingly abstract concepts and 
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ideas expressed in the films and the understanding of that content. For instance, 
Pfadfinderei’s use of cloth, minimal elements and detail also has resonance in context to 
notions of consumer culture. The design collective relied on abstract meaning rather than 
force-feeding a particular idea or notion, a common practice in fashion communication 
today. The abstract visuals created are allow the viewer to interpret, engage with and 
understand the content.   
Also worth mentioning is that any interpretation of film, whether the films under analysis or 
any other fashion films, can only ever be an interpretation: no truth or reality exists in an 
interpretation. Often a critical interpretation of film can illustrate its possible cultural 
significance and can highlight how it is able to support dominant ideologies such as 
capitalism, patriarchy, colonialism and so forth (Rose 2007:77). The institutions of fashion, 
fashion consumption and the fashion industry rely on the elitist allure of luxury, class 
structures and sufficient cheap labour. By establishing distinctions between those who can 
buy fashion and those who cannot, fashion communication supports the structures that 
promote the constant change of fashion each season, promote sales and aids the classist 
and gendered practices associated with fashion promotion and consumption (Kawamura 
2005:73-88).  
The two films under analysis, Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails, are not considered 
typical fashion films, yet they exemplify aspects of fashion film: cloth, the body and 
movement. This is why it is difficult to define fashion film, as its influences and essences 
are broad and varied and what is at its core is something other than itself: music videos, 
expressive art film or early-filmed dance performances among others. 
 
4.6. Chapter summary  
This chapter explored how possible symbolic associations could be communicated in Loïe 
Fuller’s Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s Rusty Nails through their use of cloth, the body 
and movement. Each film was introduced and the communicators, the contents and 
contexts were discussed. The films were then discussed in relation to their specific use of 
cloth, the body and movement. This was followed by a detailed comparison of Serpentine 
Dance and Rusty Nails to determine what similarities and differences characterised their 
use of movement, cloth and the body to communicate meaning. Cloth as an unstructured 
and semi-structured body covering was used in the films as a symbolic representation of a 
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variety of emotions, and abstract concepts such as emotions and concepts unrelated to 
humans such as nature or magic.  
The similarities between the films are that both films used the movement of cloth and the 
body to communicate abstract concepts that functioned as potential metaphors associated 
with the concepts and themes generated by the communicators and context. Along with 
specific lighting and colour techniques, the films both used similar minimalist elements that 
allowed the intricate and dramatic movements of the cloth and body to remain central, 
thereby supporting the communication of symbolic associations.  
The differences between the films are predominantly concerned with the kinds of 
movements they used, including movements of the body, movements of cloth and implied 
movement through the editing. Fuller’s style of movement is described as modern dance; 
making use of constant motion of a similar s-shaped twirling nature that is characteristic of 
both the body and cloth. Rusty Nails makes use of more non-dance movements such as 
running, jumping and standing actions and subtle movements such as head and neck 
movements and rotations, and at one point the man and woman dance together hand in 
hand. The movements are irregular in time and nature and are separated by numerous 
cuts and edits.  
The following chapter will summarise the findings of the study and expand on the 
significance of the study in relation to furthering discourse on fashion film as a means of 
communicating fashion or fashion-related content in the media.  
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION  
 
5.1. Summary of the preceding chapters  
This study set out to gain insight into a genre primarily concerned with fashion 
communication, namely fashion film, by reflecting on an understanding of how the 
movement of cloth and the body have potential to articulate meaning. The following aims 
and objectives were developed in support of this study: 
• To define the term fashion film and to conceptualise the industry views of this type of 
fashion communication, as well as to establish the essential characteristics of the 
genre.   
• To examine how semiotics can assist in reading potential meaning in the relationship 
between movement, cloth and the body within the genre of fashion film. 
• To describe and examine Loïe Fuller’s film Serpentine Dance and Moderat’s film Rusty 
Nails in order to determine how cloth, the body and movement communicate meaning. 
• To compare the possible symbolic associations derived from reading the 
characteristics of movement, cloth and the body so that commonalities and differences 
in communicating meaning can be determined. 
Both Rusty Nails and Serpentine Dance exemplify aspects of fashion film in that they 
utilise the body, cloth and movement as primary communicators to convey meaning and 
they do not rely on a clear narrative or plot.  Defining fashion film is an inexact activity 
because its influences are so many and its ‘essence’, what is at its core, is something 
other than itself: music videos, early filmed dance performances, and so on. The 
implications of this are that, as a genre that is still developing, fashion film is able to borrow 
approaches and techniques used in other genres. Approaches and techniques that 
accentuate particular ideas, concepts or characteristics of the fashion film and make the 
genre distinct and yet potentially unbridled by conventions of fashion communication, 
marketing and advertising.  
Chapter 2 established that fashion film is a genre that incorporates a broad spectrum of 
already established film genres, as well as new forms of fashion expression. These include 
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runway shows, backstage footage, interviews, documentaries, music videos, feature films, 
experimental films and advertisements (Honigman 2009:6; Kershaw 2011:1; Pernet 
2009:1). Fashion, cloth, the body and movement in film were explored in Chapter 2 in 
relation to the communication of literal and figurative meanings in film. Meaning as defined 
by Barnard (1996:73) is understood to be located inside (the physical properties of texture, 
colour, silhouette, construction) and outside (as the social and cultural context and wearer, 
designer, film and/or media) the fashion, costume and cloth. In fashion film, fashion, 
costume and cloth are primary communicating devices: they are a dominant source of 
inspiration for the creation and style of expression that characterise fashion film. 
Essentially fashion and fashion design are fundamental influences in fashion film and the 
qualities of cloth and its relationship with the body are also key influences to consider in 
how fashion is used as an expressive, creative and physical artefact in film. Thus the 
interrelated characteristics of cloth, the body and movement were established and used as 
criteria to guide the analysis of Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails. In the analysed films it 
became apparent that the interrelationship between cloth, the body and movement could 
create both interesting points of intimacy as well as mystical and expressive meaning. 
However the possible symbolic interpretation and the associated meanings communicated 
in the films, incorporating cloth, body and movement are reliant on a number of other 
interrelated characteristics. These include the context in which they are used, their 
interrelated histories, perceived meanings, and various aesthetics such as lighting, colour 
and sound. 
The main objective of Chapter 3 was to formulate a method of reading fashion film, in 
order to analyse and compare how Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails use cloth, the body 
and movement to communicate meaning. The devised method was guided by a 
communications perspective and visual semiotic analysis. The communication perspective 
was used to provide a methodological framework to discuss the films’ communicator, the 
content and the context. A modified framework for visual semiotic analysis was developed 
and included codes of content: theme/story, objects, décor and props, background and 
foreground, lighting, costume, colour and movement of cloth and body. The codes of the 
form include lenses and focus, camera distance/shots/angle, primary movement, 
secondary movement and tertiary movement.  
Chapter 4 used the methodological approaches developed in the Chapter 3 and the 
criteria developed in Chapter 2 to guide the introduction and discussion of the films. The 
introduction of Serpentine Dance included the communicators, Loïe Fuller and the Lumière 
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brothers, and the context of the Belle Époque era. The introduction of Rusty Nails included 
the communicators, Moderat and Pfadfinderei, and the context of Berlin dance culture. A 
detailed comparison of Serpentine Dance and Rusty Nails was provided to determine what 
similarities and differences characterised their use of movement, cloth and the body to 
communicate possible symbolic meaning.  
The comparison revealed the similarities in both films where they used the movement of 
cloth and the body to communicate abstract concepts that functioned as potential 
metaphors and that meaning was generated by associating the cloth, body and movement 
with concepts and themes generated inside the film by the communicators, as well as 
outside the film (within the context of the interpretation and social/cultural climate). Both 
films used similar minimalistic aesthetics that allowed cloth, the body and movement to be 
the central focus. Cloth, the body and movement can be gendered, classed or expressive 
of power and status or they can be neutral and imbued with different meanings in different 
contexts, which then influences their potential to communicate possible symbolic 
associations in each film. The films both used the body as an abstract form (Fuller’s body 
is often fully abstracted and the protagonists in Rusty Nails although abstract are still 
viewed as human) that was revealed and concealed by the cloth and the movements of 
the cloth and body, which meant that the visuals were open for interpretation. 
The comparison also revealed differences between the films: in Serpentine Dance the 
content is evenly lit and moving kaleidoscopic rainbows of pastel shades were applied to 
Fuller’s furling costume in postproduction. The effect was youthful and fantastical. Rusty 
Nails used dramatic lighting, with sharp contrasts, and applied a rust filter and black 
geometric vector graphics in post-production to create a sensual or erotic mood. Rusty 
Nails, as a music video, was developed around specific lyrics and sound and the 
synchronisation between visuals and sound fundamentally alters the reading of the cloth, 
body and movement. With Serpentine Dance no sound is provided with the film, as was 
customary with the technology at the time of its creation, however it has been suggested 
that music inspired the original choreography and accompanied the live performances.  
The biggest contrast between the films is the use and kinds of movement used in terms of 
the body, cloth and editing. Fuller’s style of movement is described as modern dance: she 
makes use of constant motion of a similar s-shaped, twirling nature that is characteristic of 
both the body and the cloth. Rusty Nails makes use of more non-dance movements such 
as running, jumping and standing actions and subtle movements such as head and neck 
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rotations, and at one point the man and woman dance together hand in hand. The 
movements are irregular in time and nature and are separated by numerous cuts and 
edits. The nature of movement through picturisation is also an area of difference, where 
many camera angles, focal lengths, tracking shots and handheld camera shots are used in 
Rusty Nails, while in Serpentine Dance the camera is stationary and does not change its 
shot length or angle.       
 
5.2.  Contribution and significance of the study  
The implications of this study, in the light of recent developments in fashion film, are that it 
contributes to the study of fashion film by adding to the academic discourse within the 
emerging discipline. The study of fashion and film is often “marginalised” as a field of valid 
academic research, as fashion is always changing and ephemeral, thus viewed as 
something which cannot be explained and that cannot be fixed into a particular literary 
approach. However this study locates fashion film within existing fashion and film theory to 
provide a context for its role and function within fashion communication (Warner 
2011:122).  
The study also contributes to an understanding of the characteristics of fashion film by 
differentiating between the various approaches used by fashion filmmakers (balance 
narrative/visual, drawing on film/photography) and the conflicting definitions (creative 
expression/ advertising) of the fashion film genre.  
By developing a simple, visual semiotic framework to analyse film, fashion film or moving 
image, the denotative and connotative meanings expressed by the films could be gained. 
This contributes to the field of fashion film by providing a framework that can be 
implemented in other studies associated with fashion film or fashion on film, to determine 
how other characteristics communicate possible symbolic meaning.  
The study contributes to visual communication that emphasises fashion, cloth and 
costume, the body and movement as primary communicators in film, with narrative and 
plot-forming secondary and supportive characteristics. This is done as an alternative 
approach to filmmaking that is more sensitive, sensual and intuitive and can be developed 
to effectively produce symbolic associations between visuals and fashion. These 
associations are based on the powerful connection and relationship between the active 
 105 
body and cloth – whether it is the comforting texture of a plush towel against one’s warm 
back, the confident swish of a silk ball gown around a leg or a rough hessian bag against 
the palm of a hand. Cloth is able to communicate in everyday situations, and in film, based 
on its associated meanings; meanings that are developed over time and by its use in 
different situations. This in turn has a direct impact on the esteem that particular designed 
garments may be held in when created with a particular kind of cloth. Similarly, for many 
years fashion has largely been depicted through still images (fashion photography). This 
could have affected the way clothing was designed. Establishing how fashion is presented 
in the media fashion film – as a format that is expressive of movement – has the potential 
to change the way clothing is designed, emphasising how cloth and the body interact 
when moving. The significant communicative potential offered by the interaction between 
cloth, the body and movement can be exaggerated in fashion film to create content that is 
both expressive and symbolic, adding value to visual culture rather than diluting it with 
content that is ineffective and “flat” (Mai 2012:5). 
 
5.3.  Suggestions for further research  
This study set out to understand how cloth, the body and movement communicate 
possible symbolic meaning in film. The findings were that cloth, the body and movement 
communicate different meanings in different contexts and rely on their associated 
meanings; generated through their use and history outside film (in society). In relation to 
fashion film, the study provides a perspective that could be developed further, as fashion 
film is a new genre. Areas of fashion film worth exploring further are the effectiveness of 
the films to determine what is communicated through the interrelationship between cloth, 
the body and movement so that this technique can be used successfully in fashion film.  
Further research could aim to establish the validity of fashion film as a genre, determine its 
possible benefits and implications as its increased adoption by fashion brands, designers 
and directors suggests that it will continue to develop as a genre. This would require 
determining the effectiveness of fashion film as a form of communication that aims to 
promote the sale of fashion items, promote new brand identities, build brand loyalty, 
communicate notions of brands pushing the boundaries of technology and express fashion 
as moving rather than still. It could also determine whether fashion film as an online format 
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can become a replacement or long lasting and viable alternative to exiting modes 
(photography and fashion shows). 
The characteristics and different structures used by the fashion film genre to determine the 
effect fashion film has on the communication and reception of meaning is another possible 
avenue of research for further study. The two routes are: using a narrative structure that is 
based on traditional film structures, and a more moving photography approach that has no 
narrative and uses abstracted visuals and relies significantly on sound and lighting to 
support the communication of meaning. While these are the two main approaches, there is 
also a whole world between the two approaches. Fashion film appears to sit as 
comfortably within borderless territory as well, so by establishing a greater understanding 
of the genre and its characteristics, an understanding of its defining features can be 
explored. Once the defining characteristics have been defined, they can then be 
emphasised to contribute to the development of a genre that is distinctive and clearly 
understood by both fashion filmmaker and viewer.  
 
5.4. Closing comments  
The important aspects that this study highlighted are that fashion film is a medium that has 
many characteristics but the interaction between cloth, the body and movement can be 
accentuated to articulate both literal and figurative meaning. By focusing on the sensual 
elements of cloth, the body and movement, an “intimate narrative” can be communicated 
(Knight in Davis 2010:9). A purely narrative or plot-focused approach is a characteristic 
used in other already established genres of film and can often be formulaic, relying on 
deductive fairytale plots, thus an “intimate narrative” is different from this (ibid.) Thus 
fashion film, is still in the process of being defined and could adopt both an already-
established approach and an alternative and intuitive method of content selection and 
presentation.  
The formal value of this academic approach to the analysis has bearing on developing an 
understanding of fashion communication in the commercial space as well as fashion film is 
also used by large luxury brands to promote online sales. An academic approach to the 
analysis can also be used as basis for other formalised analyses of other fashion films that 
have more direct modes of communication or less abstract approaches to the content.   
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Establishing how fashion film will function within contemporary media is a possible way 
forward for academic research that determines whether fashion film is likely to become a 
medium that supports fashion presentation along with photography and fashion shows.  
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Addendum A 
Semiotic analysis: Danse Serpentine Lumière noo 765 (Lumière brothers 1896)
Danse Serpentine (00:00 – 00:49)
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
In
te
rp
er
so
na
l c
om
m
un
ic
at
io
n 
Body 
language 
Fuller is alone on stage and 
communicates with those 
behind the camera and in the 
audience. This is explained as 
public interpersonal communi-
cation.
Some of Fuller’s body lan-
guage is intentional rather 
than subconscious, with her 
planned dance movements. 
Being alone on stage can 
signify the solitary perform-
er, absent others, conjuring 
aloneness, solitary existence 
and so on as there are fre-
quently more than one person 
onstage, or that people usually 
dance with others. These only 
take on meaning through the 
possibility of the interpersonal. 
Although alone on stage, Full-
er is not really alone as she 
is being filmed which is ‘inter-
personal’ even if the place of 
the male gaze is unmarked or 
invisible. 
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Theme, story
There is no clear narrative or 
theme indicated by the ab-
stract images of the film con-
tent. 
This can imply that the ab-
stract nature of the visuals is 
open to the viewers’ interpre-
tation.
Objects, 
back/
foreground
The stage floor is wooden and 
the backdrop dark. The sim-
ple wooden stage space and 
black backdrop are conven-
tional formats used in dance / 
audience orientated locations 
such as a theatre or hall, 
although the seating arrange-
ment is not visible in the film. 
This can imply that Fuller sub-
scribed to the location formats 
expected of her by her audi-
ence. 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Lighting 
The image is lit with Notan 
lighting where all the areas of 
the stage and the dancer are 
evenly lit.
The low contrast and even 
lighting can imply a sense of 
neutrality and objectivity from 
the director while the even 
lighting allows the image and 
dancer to be viewed clearly. 
Costume
The costume is made of light 
coloured woven fabric. The 
cloth was crafted into a circle 
skirt and dress and volumi-
nous cape created with many 
triangular panels stitched 
together. Other minor sarto-
rial artefacts include Fuller’s 
dancing shoes, her stockings, 
bloomers and petticoat that 
are barely visible. 
The woven cloth, probably 
silk, and its massive volumes 
can be considered to sym-
bolise wealth. Silk was an 
expensive yarn (especially in 
such large quantities) and its 
Oriental allures were imbued 
with the exotic symbolism of 
the journeys they had followed 
to reach the theatres
The cloth is white (but the 
hand-painted film creates the 
illusion of the garments con-
stantly changing colour). 
White is a colour that symbo-
lises purity and virginity. Fuller 
was an unmarried woman who 
could have been considered to 
be pure. White is also a co-
lour that is made up of all the 
colours of the spectrum when 
combined. Her use of white 
can be a metaphor for her cre-
ative expression as an artist 
as she used many different in-
spirations (music, dance, tech-
nology, symbolism, synaesthe-
sia, science, spiritualism) and 
techniques (dance, lighting, 
screens, mirrors, stage, films) 
to create her singular show.
The costume at most times of 
the performance completely 
concealed the body.
The concealment of Fuller’s 
body can be viewed as a re-
jection of the sexualised way 
woman’s bodies were used 
as entertainment for predomi-
nantly male audiences.  
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Colour 
The image is hand painted in 
post-production to create a 
morphing colour rainbow on 
her costume.
The use of colour on the film 
is an interpretation of the use 
of colour in Fuller’s live per-
formance that is unable to be 
captured with black and white 
film.
Pastel shades used were: teal, 
mint, dusty pink, canary yel-
low, orange, coral, light grey 
and lilac. 
The pastel colours are asso-
ciated with warmth, youth-
fulness and tranquility. The 
colours used can signify that 
Fuller’s performance attempt-
ed to mimic the symbolist, 
synaesthesia and art nouveau, 
which were creative move-
ments in Paris that responded 
to the negative associations of 
the industrial revolution (grey, 
black, soot).
The transition of the colour 
change starts at the bottom 
of Fuller’s body and move 
upwards in a kaleidoscopic 
colour rainbow. The colour 
intensity at the top of Fuller’s 
costume is generally darker 
and lighter towards the bot-
tom.
The movement of colour from 
the bottom to the top can be 
interpreted as coming from the 
ground/nature. The kaleido-
scope rainbow effect can imply 
a happy, unburdened, magical 
or alternate world. The dark-
er at the bottom and lighter 
at the top can be interpreted 
as a diluted purity/intensity of 
happiness by realities of life at 
the time
Movement of 
cloth and the 
body
Fuller’s body and costume is 
in constant motion throughout 
the film
The concept of constant 
motion can be interpreted as 
reflection of the industrial and 
technological developments 
(locomotion, steam, electricity)
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Movement of 
cloth and the 
body
Fuller’s movements of her 
body and costume can be said 
to originate in skirt dancing, 
a popular dance form at the 
time.
The adaptation of the popular 
skirt dance movements by 
Fuller can be interpreted as a 
symbol of the kind of appropri-
ation that was taking place in 
every sphere of life and tech-
nology by the west mostly tak-
ing from the east. The creation 
of new forms of entertainment 
were an adopted adaption 
of some other form of enter-
tainment as the skirt dance 
was appropriated from nautch 
dances from India, changed 
and then made into something 
new.
Fuller’s movements of her 
body manipulate the cloth to 
form organic shapes. 
The forms her movements 
create can be interpreted as 
natural and organic as they 
resemble elements such as 
waves, flowers, fire and clouds 
that form part of the symbolist 
ideology to which she is asso-
ciated. For Serpentine Dance 
they include floral organic 
forms, butterflies, waves, fair-
ies, jellyfish or Spanish danc-
er-like shapes
Fuller’s movements under 
her costume consist of jumps, 
turns and stepping. 
These ordinary movements 
produce extraordinary visual 
results, however their simple 
nature can imply that Fuller is 
limited to the movements of 
the human body and is, just 
like everybody else, an ordi-
nary woman underneath the 
extraordinary costume.
The result being the circum-
ference of the costume would 
move in snake-like forms.
The serpent-like movements 
of the costume can be in-
terpreted along with other 
serpent-like atributes as evil, 
representations of satan im-
plying an sense of power and 
invoking fear. 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Movement of 
cloth and the 
body
Fuller manipulates metal 
wands with her hands which 
are attached to her garment 
and function as an extension 
of her arm employed practi-
cally to allow the movement of 
the extensive costume. 
The extension of the human 
body can be interpreted from 
the modernist approach of 
technological and industrial 
developments, such as mech-
anisation in manufacturing as 
a metaphor human limitations 
of productivity. Implying the 
limitations of the physical form 
(the body) is not adequate to 
manipulate costume as is.   
Fuller’s movements (are 
adapted from the skirt dance) 
require the use of her whole 
body to keep her costume in 
constant motion. These move-
ments of the body originate 
and are maintained by the 
core of her body. This style 
has been associated with pio-
neering modern dance move-
ments. 
The use of the core or abdo-
men of the body as the foun-
dation and sustaining power of 
the movements can be inter-
preted to imply the “gut” as 
the source of fluid sustained, 
energy required for the perfor-
mance. The “gut” can be con-
sidered a point where instinct 
is located and can be implied 
to be the source of Fuller’s 
performance. Modern dance 
can be understood as reac-
tionary towards rigid traditional 
dance forms such as ballet.  
The movements of the mas-
sive volumes of cloth obscure 
the whole body then at times 
reveal the face or feet for 
instinct during certain move-
ments.
The movements allow the 
body to be obscured that 
allows to performance to be 
somehow removed from real-
ity as the images are abstract 
and can be interpreted beyond 
the realm of reality. 
The movement of the costume 
create organic shapes that are 
never repeated in exactly the 
same form although the move-
ments of the body may be the 
same.
These movements though 
not all the same attempted to 
portray the ethereal, fleeting 
experiences in life.
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f f
or
m
Lenses and 
Focus
35mm lens used to create 
a normal shot/film. The lens 
used was the most common 
lens of the time and was fixed 
to the cinematographer that 
was used by the brothers.
The lens signifies their objec-
tive view of the performance.
A normal focal length is used 
which translates that the whole 
image is in focus
The focal length implies that 
all the areas of the performer 
and stage are equally import-
ant in the communication of 
meaning.
Camera 
distance, 
shots and 
angle
A long shot (establishing shot) 
is used to capture Fuller’s 
whole body in motion on the 
stage and to allow room on the 
left and right to move within 
the frame.
The long shot can imply a 
viewer’s perspective of the 
performance and affirms that 
Fuller is dancing for an au-
dience.  The use of negative 
space to the left and right of 
the dancer creates room for 
the viewer to locate the image 
in context that in this instance 
is a simple stage.  
Primary 
movement
Primary movement is used 
where the camera stays on 
one position. 
This signifies a passive and 
objective view that was char-
acteristic of early filmmakers 
as they were concerned with 
capturing and presenting mov-
ing objects or people in mov-
ing images. 
Fuller’s movements are mo-
tion vectors as she is con-
stantly moving. The motion 
vectors that Fuller creates are 
constant and circular. They 
create a hypnotic effect for 
the viewer, as they are able to 
focus wherever they choose. 
The whirlwind movements pull 
in the eye and then keep it 
captivated as the movements 
continue to circle with varying 
shapes.
This can be interpreted as pro-
ducing a hypnotic visual effect, 
in a sense putting the viewer 
in a trance.
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f f
or
m
Secondary 
movement
The camera is stationary and 
the lens makes no movement. 
This was standard for the 
technology (cinetograph) at 
the time.
This was how the film just 
captured what was happening 
in front of the camera with a 
neutral and objectiveness that 
allowed the viewer to focus 
where they wanted.
Tertiary 
movement 
It appears as if there was no 
splicing in the film. The film as 
a whole is one shot, there are 
a few various instances where 
it seems frames have been 
stitched to appear as a full 
49-second shot. 
This can be interpreted as a 
way in which the filmmakers 
remained objective and played 
the footage in the same way 
as it was captured with no 
intention to add any additional 
meaning to the existing perfor-
mance. 
Post-production techniques 
used are hand-painting the 
film which is a form of special 
effect. The hand painting of 
the film was done to illustrate 
the light and colour used in 
the live performance to create 
a film that was more like the 
performance than the technol-
ogy allowed. 
Hand painted film can be 
interpreted as classic, vintage 
and inspires sense of visual 
spectacle.
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Addendum B 
Semiotic analysis: Moderat’s Rusty Nails (2009)
Analysis 1 (04:28 – 04:31)
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
In
te
rp
er
so
na
l 
co
m
m
un
ic
at
io
n 
Body 
language 
The interpersonal communica-
tion is not directly evident as 
the body s hidden from view 
by the cloth it is moving. How-
ever the body communicate 
indirectly through the move-
ment made by the cloth.  
If the cloth is seen as a shield, 
or extension of the protagonist’s 
unseen body then its movements 
could be interpreted as the hiding 
away, fear, shyness, avoidance 
or avoiding confrontation. In this 
way the body and its shield are 
also abstracted, allowing their 
combination to articulate associ-
ated meanings generated by the 
context. 
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Theme,
story
The story is about a man and 
woman who are come togeth-
er and then are parted. The 
use of moving cloth is used to 
communicate, along with the 
protagonists’ moving bodies, 
the various stages of the rela-
tionship.  
The cloth can be viewed as a 
metaphor for the relationship and 
the movements can be under-
stood to illustrate what phase of 
the relationship is being commu-
nicated. The abstracted bodies 
can be interpreted as a way of il-
lustrating the subjective nature of 
an adult relationship. The various 
ways the cloth is used and moved 
is a culmination of the stages of 
the relationship from being sep-
arate, then coming together and 
then parting and all the emotions 
that accompany that experience. 
Objects, 
back/
foreground
Props: cloth 
The easily manipulated form that 
cloth takes and the organic move-
ments it creates can be interpret-
ed and presented in many ways. 
Therefore it functions as a dy-
namic metaphor for complicated 
concepts such as a relationship, 
emotions and symbols.  
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Objects, 
back/
foreground
Background: pitch black. The 
black background creates a 
contrast to the cloth, move-
ments and lighting used. The 
black is matt and evenly con-
sistent in texture and tone and 
absorbs all the light. 
The blackness of the background 
is dramatic and can be inter-
preted to represent as sort of 
infinity, as a never-ending void. 
The unaffected nature of the 
surface (background) to light 
implies a sense of consistency 
and strength that contrasts with 
the organic temperamental move-
ments of the cloth.
Lighting 
Artificial: chiaroscuro: Rem-
brandt. Rembrandt lighting is 
an indexical sign used to focus 
attention on selective ele-
ments, in this case cloth. The 
lighting is dramatic, composi-
tional use of contrasts of light, 
shadows and half-tones are 
used to show the movement 
of the cloth. The cloth is lit 
and allows the subtle creases 
of the cloth to be seen. While 
the background is in complete 
darkness and keeps the pro-
tagonists body undetected. 
The lighting directs the eye to the 
cloth, as the priority. The dramatic 
nature of the contrast between 
light and dark creates a tension 
between the background and the 
cloth. It also keeps the viewer 
engaged with the moving cloth as 
they attempt to interpret the mov-
ing cloth. The lighting is sensual 
and creates a mood that is sensi-
tive and erotic. 
The light source is coming 
from the right and casts more 
shadows on the left side of any 
crease or fold while an addi-
tional smaller source seems to 
illuminate the a small portion 
of the left of the cloth. 
The dominant source as the right 
could imply a strong male point 
of view or perspective as right (as 
in side of the brain, right wing) is 
associated with practical, logi-
cal thinking therefore masculine 
while left is more emotional, sen-
sitive, creative and is therefore 
associated with the feminine. 
Costume Cloth is discussed as a prop here.
Cloth is discussed as a prop 
here.
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Colour 
The black background creates 
the use of colour.  
The matt black background is 
void-like and never changes 
throughout the scene. It suggests 
consistency and strength, un-
affected by light or texture as it 
absorbs all the light. It could be 
interpreted as able to resist or 
sustain anything. Or as night or 
evil, typical associations with vast 
black areas.
The lightness of the moving 
cloth contrasts with the black 
background and highlights 
the subtleties in its move-
ments highlighting the creases 
and folds. The light (could 
be white, cement or cream) 
coloured cloth is affected by 
the light source and changes 
in tones (shades of grey) de-
pending on where the moving 
cloth is lit.  
  The light colour of the cloth can 
be interpreted as symbolic of an 
abstract concept, perhaps a “rela-
tionship” or “emotions” which are 
affected by external sources such 
as light and movement which 
perhaps can be interpreted as 
circumstances in life. The various 
shades and tones of grey can 
be interpreted as the borderless, 
indefinable and temperamental 
(relationship/emotions) typically 
associated with the colour grey. 
Movement of 
cloth and the 
body
Cloth’s movements can be 
explained as someone holding 
two corners of a sheet and 
flapping the cloth and ma-
nipulating it as if it is a prop, 
creating extended circular, 
sweeping motions. The move-
ments of the cloth are organic, 
unrestricted and free. The 
movements are firm and seem 
purposeful, creating a fluid 
ripple effect through the cloth. 
The body is abstracted and 
cannot be seen. 
The movements can be interpret-
ed as focused and uninhibited. 
This may represent the emo-
tions and stage of a relationship 
that are happy and expressing 
positivity. A sense of unbridled, 
unrestricted movements can 
perhaps portray the initial stages 
of a relationship which are explor-
ative and new, uncomplicated by 
expectation. 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f f
or
m
 Lenses and 
Focus
A normal lens is used and the 
focus is on the middle ground 
(where the content in the fore-
ground and middle ground are 
in focus and no area is given 
priority). 
This could be interpreted as 
supporting the abstract nature of 
the content where the recipient is 
given the opportunity to see ev-
erything in the frame and allowed 
to focus wherever they choose, 
rather than an agenda dictating 
the focus, thus open to interpre-
tation. 
Camera 
distance, 
shots and 
angle 
Shot one: 28 – 30s a medium 
long shot (MLS) is used (first 
shot of film). 
The MLS can be interpreted as a 
seducing shot, the cloth is ab-
stracted as the shot shows tex-
ture and moving cloth. 
Shot two: 30 – 31s a long shot 
(LS) is used.
The LS allows the recipient to 
see all the cloth that is then less 
abstract and provides the recipi-
ent some perspective on the film 
content.
Primary 
movement
The camera is stationary. This indicates a passive and ob-jective camera. 
Motion vectors are horizontal 
(left to right) (shot one) and 
vertical (up down) (shot two) 
and direct the focus as such.
These movements can be inter-
preted as posing a western style 
of seeing or reading images, 
follow from left to right and can be 
interpreted as a hierarchy system 
established as top to bottom. 
Secondary 
movement Not explored Not explored
Tertiary 
movement Not explored Not explored
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Semiotic analysis: Moderat’s Rusty Nails (2009)
Analysis 2 (06:44  – 06:48)
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Signifier 
referent 
relationship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in the 
image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
In
te
rp
er
so
na
l c
om
m
un
ic
at
io
n
Body 
language
The interpersonal commu-
nication can be interpreted 
by the relationship between 
the person lying down and 
the person pulling the cloth 
off the back. This is intimate 
interpersonal communica-
tion. The other element is the 
interpersonal communication 
between the bodies in front of 
the camera and those filming 
and in the studio at the same 
time. 
The intimate interpersonal 
communication between the 
passive body and the body 
removing the cloth could be 
interpreted as sensual and 
erotic. As the skin is being 
uncovered it is being laid 
bare, thus interpreted as re-
vealing sensitivity, the naked 
unprotected flesh, a symbol 
of vulnerability perhaps? The 
intimate moment is being 
filmed, creating a voyeuristic 
element where the audience 
and camera crew are given an 
opportunity to be spectators to 
the “laying bare”. Those in front 
of the camera are  presenting 
their expression, an exhibition 
of vulnerability
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Theme, story
The story is about a man and 
woman who are come togeth-
er and then are parted. The 
use of moving cloth is used, 
along with the protagonists’ 
moving bodies, to communi-
cate the various stages of the 
relationship.  
The cloth can be viewed as a 
metaphor for the relationship 
or emotion and the movements 
can be understood to illustrate 
what phase of the relationship 
or emotion is being experi-
enced and communicated. 
The abstracted bodies can be 
interpreted as a way of illustrat-
ing the subjective nature of an 
adult relationship. The various 
ways the cloth is used and 
moved is a culmination of the 
stages of the relationship from 
being separate, then coming 
together and then parting and 
all the emotions that accompa-
ny that experience. 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Objects, 
back/
foreground
Background: pitch black. The 
black background creates a 
contrast to the cloth, move-
ments and lighting used. 
The black is matt and evenly 
consistent in texture and tone 
and absorbs all the light. 
The blackness of the back-
ground is dramatic and can be 
interpreted to represent as sort 
of infinity, as a never-ending 
void. The unaffected nature 
of the surface (background) 
to light implies a sense of 
consistency and strength that 
contrasts with the organic tem-
peramental movements of the 
cloth.
Lighting
Artificial: chiaroscuro: Rem-
brandt. Rembrandt lighting 
is an indexical sign used to 
focus attention on selective 
elements in this case, the 
body and cloth. The lighting is 
dramatic, compositional use 
of contrasts of light, shadows 
and half-tones are used to 
show the abstract form of the 
body and the subtle move-
ments of the cloth. The cloth 
and body are lit.
The lighting is sensual and cre-
ates a mood that is sensitive, 
intimate, romantic and erotic. 
The lighting keeps the form of 
the body abstracted, which can 
be interpreted as in the meta-
phorically dark and not having 
any perspective about a partic-
ular situation. 
The background is in com-
plete darkness and keeps the 
protagonist’s body abstracted. 
The lightness of the body and 
moving cloth contrasts with 
the black background and 
highlights the subtleties of the 
curves of the body, textures 
of the skin and movements 
of the cloth, highlighting its 
creases and form.
The darkness of the back-
ground could represent emp-
tiness, neutral canvas and 
the cloth and body are the 
elements that are filling that 
space, and are therefore the 
focus.  
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Lighting
The light source is coming 
from the left and casts more 
shadows on the right side of 
form and cloth.
The dominant source as the 
left could imply a female point 
of view or perspective as left 
(as in side of the brain/ left 
wing) is associated with more 
liberal, emotional, sensitive, 
creative and is therefore asso-
ciated with the feminine.  
Costume
The cloth is a form of body 
covering which is pulled back 
slowly revealing the flesh of 
the abstracted body. The rela-
tionship between the skin and 
the cloth is the focus – as the 
skin is being uncovered. 
The skin being uncovered can 
be interpreted as an undress-
ing, making bare, or revealing 
the sensitive and softness of 
humanness. The undress-
ing can also be interpreted 
in a sexual or erotic manner. 
The abstract form of the body 
creates interest by drawing the 
viewer into the image as they 
attempt to understand the form 
they are seeing.
The cloth is light in colour, 
smooth in texture and plain 
weave and resembles the 
skin. 
The cloth properties (similar 
to skin) can be interpreted as 
representing innocence, hu-
manness, or its similarity to 
skin could mean it is sensitive, 
susceptible to physical pain, 
affected by the light source and 
vulnerable. The plainness (co-
lour, texture, weave) of it can 
also be interpreted as neutral, 
uncomplicated
It easily takes the form of the 
body.
This can imply that the cloth 
(and what it signifies – emo-
tions or relationship) is mallea-
ble and easily manipulated.  
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Colour 
The use of colour is created 
by the black background and 
the cloth, body and lighting.  
The background is unaffected 
by light or texture as it ab-
sorbs all the light
The matt black background 
is void-like and never chang-
es throughout the scene. It 
could suggest consistency 
and strength/power.  It could 
be interpreted as restful emp-
tiness, mystery of potential or 
possibility (unknown) typical 
associations with black (see 
also background/ lighting).
The light (could be white, ce-
ment or cream) coloured cloth 
is affected by the light source 
and changes in tones (shades 
of grey to black) depending 
on where the moving cloth is 
lit.    
The various shades and tones 
of grey colour of the cloth can 
be interpreted as: innocent, 
youthful. Common associa-
tions to grey: neutral, con-
trolled, compromise (because 
it sits between the extremes 
of black and white).  It is also 
said to unsettle and create 
expectation, non-involvement 
and formal authority, intellect, 
pessimism and futuristic.
Movement of 
cloth and the  
body
The movements of the cloth 
uncover the body. The cloth’s 
movements are even, gen-
tle and slow. It appears as if 
someone is pulling the cloth 
from left to right (horizontally) 
along the abstracted form of 
the stationary body.
It appears as if the cloth is giv-
ing birth to the body, this can 
be interpreted as giving life. 
The gentle movements of the 
cloth are calm and even as the 
flesh of the body is reveal for 
the first time. The movements 
may be interpreted as sensual 
and erotic as the skin and body 
is being revealed/ undressed.
The body rotates horizontal-
ly from front to back or from 
foreground to background. 
The movement of the body can 
be interpreted as subtle and 
sensual. 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f f
or
m
Lenses and 
Focus
A normal lens is used and the 
focus is on the middle ground 
(where the content in the fore-
ground and middle ground 
are in focus and no area is 
given priority). 
This could be interpreted as 
supporting the abstract nature 
of the content where the re-
cipient is given the opportunity 
to see everything in the frame 
and allowed to focus wherever 
they choose, rather than an 
agenda dictating the focus, 
thus open to interpretation. 
Camera 
distance, 
shots and 
angle 
A medium close-up shot 
(MCU) is used. This allows 
a portion of the body to be in 
the frame and the rest situat-
ed outside the frame. 
The use of this shot can be in-
terpreted as assisting in keep-
ing the body and movements 
of the cloth abstracted and 
supporting a sense of mystery 
and visual tension/ interest. 
Primary 
movement
The main motion vectors are 
horizontal (left to right) cre-
ated by the movement of the 
cloth and directing the focus 
as such. 
The motion vectors can be 
interpreted as directing the 
focus to the cloth as the vector 
continues with the movement 
of the cloth. 
There is also a very subtle 
movement along the z-axis 
in the rotation of the body. 
The vectors continue off the 
screen
The motion vector along the 
z-axis creates an index sign of 
depth and can be interpreted 
as leading the eye away from 
the present (foreground) and 
into the past/ future (back-
ground).  
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f f
or
m
Secondary 
movement
The camera makes use of a 
tracking shot. It moves hori-
zontally from left to right and 
follows the motion vector 
created by the primary move-
ment of the cloth. 
This tracking shot can be inter-
preted as supporting the move-
ment of the content where the 
director is affirming the move-
ments of the cloth with the 
movements of the camera.  
Tertiary move-
ment Not explored Not explored
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Semiotic analysis: Moderat’s Rusty Nails (2009)
Rusty Nails Analysis 3 (05:43 – 05:47)
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Signifier 
referent re-
lationship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in the 
image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
In
te
rp
er
so
na
l c
om
m
un
ic
at
io
n 
Body 
language 
The interpersonal communi-
cation is not directly evident 
as the body s hidden from 
view by the cloth it is moving. 
However the body commu-
nicate indirectly through the 
movement made by the cloth. 
If the cloth is seen as a shield, 
or extension of the protago-
nist’s unseen body then its 
movements could be inter-
preted as the hiding away, 
fear, shyness, avoidance or 
avoiding confrontation. In this 
way the body and its shield are 
also abstracted, allowing their 
combination to articulate asso-
ciated meanings generated by 
the context. 
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Theme, story
The story is about a man and 
woman who are come togeth-
er and then are parted. The 
moving cloth, along with the 
protagonists’ moving bodies, 
is used to communicate the 
various stages of the relation-
ship.  
The cloth can be viewed as a 
metaphor for the relationship 
or emotion and the move-
ments can be understood to 
illustrate what phase of the 
relationship or emotion is being 
experienced /communicated. 
The abstracted bodies can be 
interpreted as a way of illustrat-
ing the subjective nature of an 
adult relationship. The various 
ways the cloth is used and 
moved is a culmination of the 
stages of the relationship from 
being separate, then coming 
together and then parting and 
all the emotions that accompa-
ny that experience. 
Objects, 
back/ 
foreground
Background: pitch black. The 
black background creates a 
contrast to the cloth, move-
ments and lighting used. 
The black is matt and evenly 
consistent in texture and tone 
and absorbs all the light. 
The blackness of the back-
ground is dramatic and can 
be interpreted to represent as 
sort of infinity, as a never-end-
ing void, a quiet emptiness. 
The unaffected nature of the 
surface (background) to light 
implies a sense of consistency, 
strength and power that con-
trasts with the organic tem-
peramental movements of the 
cloth and body.
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Lighting 
Artificial: chiaroscuro: Rem-
brandt. Rembrandt lighting 
is an indexical sign used to 
focus attention on selective 
elements in this case, the 
body and cloth. The lighting is 
dramatic, compositional use 
of contrasts of light, shadows 
and half-tones are used to 
show the abstract form of the 
body and the subtle move-
ments of the cloth. The cloth 
and body are lit. 
The lighting is sensual and cre-
ates a mood that is sensitive, 
intimate, romantic and erotic. 
The lighting keeps the form of 
the body abstracted, which can 
be interpreted as metaphorical-
ly in the dark, and not having 
perspective about a particular 
situation.  
The background is in com-
plete darkness and keeps 
the protagonist’s body ab-
stracted. The lightness of the 
moving cloth contrasts with 
the black background and 
highlights the subtleties of the 
curves of the body, textures 
and movements of the cloth, 
highlighting its creases and 
form.
The darkness of the back-
ground could represent emp-
tiness, a neutral canvas, and 
the cloth and body are the 
elements which are filling that 
space, therefore are the focus. 
The subtle forms created by 
the lighting on the body cov-
ered by cloth produce detail 
and interest which contrast 
with the vast consistency of the 
background and surface of the 
cloth. The viewer is able to see 
the protrusion of the bones and 
skeleton of the body, illustrat-
ing a humanness and natural 
organic form that contrasts with 
the man-made background and 
cloth.   
The light source is coming 
from the above and casts 
darker shadows towards the 
bottom of the frame.
The dominant source of light 
from above could imply hope, 
heaven, god, or salvation.  
Costume
The cloth is a form of body 
covering which is pulled taut 
on the left and right of the 
frame, elevated in the centre 
by the head to create a trian-
gle shape. 
The shape created by the cloth 
can be interpreted as a land-
scape, such as a sand dune. 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Costume
The cloth is covering the top 
part of the body, the head, 
face and hands. 
The form taken by the cloth re-
sembles a womb or membrane 
that is being manipulated by 
the form inside it. This can be 
interpreted on a primal level as 
a sort of birth. 
The cloth is light in colour, 
smooth in texture and plain 
weave and resembles the 
skin. It easily takes the form 
of the body.
The cloth’s properties (simi-
lar to skin) can be interpreted 
as representing innocent, 
humanness. Affected by the 
light source and vulnerable. 
The plainness (colour, texture, 
weave) of it can also be inter-
preted as neutral, uncomplicat-
ed and susceptible to manip-
ulation from outside sources 
represented in the film as light, 
the body and movement. It also 
confirms the membrane-like 
nature of its form discussed 
above, as a mucus-like sub-
stance, pale, consistent and 
malleable, often forms mem-
branes. 
Colour 
The black background, the 
graphic vector, the cloth and 
lighting, creates the use of 
colour.  The background is 
unaffected by light or texture 
as it absorbs all the light.
The matt black background 
is void-like and never chang-
es throughout the scene. It 
could suggest consistency 
and strength/power.  It could 
be interpreted as restful emp-
tiness, mystery of potential or 
possibility (unknown) typical 
associations with black. (See 
also background/ lighting).
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Colour
The graphic vector of a cross-
hair is black and mergers 
with the background when 
not contrasted with the back-
ground formed by the cloth.   
The black graphic vector con-
trasts in colour with the cloth 
and can be interpreted as 
conflicting for attention with the 
cloth. 
The light (could be white, 
cement or cream) coloured 
cloth is affected by the light 
source and changes in tones 
(shades of grey to black) de-
pending on where the moving 
cloth is lit.    
The various shades and tones 
of grey colour of the cloth can 
be interpreted as mucus- or 
membrane-like in colour. Com-
mon associations to grey are 
neutral, controlled and compro-
mise (because it sits between 
the extremes of black and 
white).  
Movement of 
cloth and the 
body
The movements of the head 
and hands are manipulating 
the cloth
The movements of the body 
are controlling the cloth and its 
malleability can be interpreted 
as susceptible to manipulation 
and only gaining form once 
given shape by the body. 
The shot begins with head 
covered by taut cloth, facing 
upwards and consists of the 
head tilting further towards 
the top of the frame until fully 
extended. 
The movement of the head 
can be interpreted as looking 
up to heaven or god in search 
of hope, help, support, accep-
tance or salvation.  
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be 
interpreted?)
C
od
es
 o
f c
on
te
nt
Movement of 
cloth and the 
body
The hands are open, pressed 
against the cloth and appear 
to be in line with the chest 
and almost close together. 
They move from the chest 
towards the camera and out-
wards to the left and right and 
then out of the bottom of the 
frame.  
The movements of the hands 
can be interpreted as sur-
render, giving up the fight as 
hands move away from the 
body, leaving it unprotected, 
and portraying defeat. It can 
also be interpreted as an open-
ing gesture, an invitation for 
support or love, a plea. 
C
od
es
 o
f f
or
m
Lenses and 
Focus
A normal lens is used and the 
focus is on the middle ground 
and foreground. 
This could be interpreted as 
supporting the abstract nature 
of the content, where the recip-
ient is given the opportunity to 
focus wherever they choose, 
rather than an agenda dictating 
the focus, thus open to inter-
pretation. 
Camera 
distance, 
shots and 
angle 
A medium close-up shot 
(MCU) is used.. This allows 
a portion of the body to be in 
the frame and the rest situ-
ated outside the frame. The 
cloth takes up the majority of 
the frame and its edges are 
outside the frame. 
The use of this shot can be 
interpreted as assisting in 
keeping the movements of the 
body and cloth abstracted and 
supporting a sense of mystery 
and visual tension/ interest. 
The MCU allows the detail 
created by the protrusion of the 
bones and skeleton of the body 
against the cloth to be visible, 
which can be interpreted as il-
lustrating abstract humanness, 
organic form.
Primary 
movement The camera is stationary.
The stationary camera can be 
interpreted as a passive and 
objective view of the content. 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be inter-
preted?)
C
od
es
 o
f f
or
m
Primary 
movement
The main motion vectors are 
vertical along the y-axis (bot-
tom to top) and are created 
by the movement of the head 
under the cloth and are diver-
gent with the vertical motion 
vector (bottom to top) created 
by the hands under the cloth 
and direct the focus as such. 
The divergent motion vectors 
can be interpreted as indicating 
both surrender and a plea for 
help and directing the focus to 
the heaven (light source) by 
the movements of the head 
and the bottom of the frame by 
the hands, communicating duel 
meaning.   
There is also a stationary 
two-dimensional graphic 
vector of a cross-hair (in the 
shape of a cross with a circle 
at the top) which directs the 
view towards the top of the 
frame supporting or affirming 
the movements of the head.
The graphic vector along the x- 
and y-axes can be considered 
divergent but when supporting 
the movement of the head by 
the eye of vector, it prioritises 
the movements of the head 
and can be interpreted as mak-
ing the search for god more 
important.  
Secondary 
movement None None 
Tertiary 
movement 
The graphic vector of the 
cross-hair is added in post 
production using a computer 
generated line drawing of 
a cross-hair or target. The 
graphic vector directs the eye 
but also contrasts with the or-
ganic content of the body and 
cloth as a man-made form. 
The graphic vector can be 
interpreted as a target for the 
viewer as it places the viewer 
in an active position either as 
the target himself or herself or 
the person looking at the tar-
get. The inclusion of the vec-
tor as a contrast between the 
organic forms of the cloth and 
body can be interpreted as the 
director’s influence in comb-
ing and adding meaning in 
postproduction through editing 
techniques. The combination 
of the cloth, body, vector and 
lighting in this scene culminate 
in a specific focus on the mas-
culine features of the protag-
onist and their search for light 
above. 
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Semiotic analysis: Moderat’s Rusty Nails (2009)
Analysis 4 (07:08 – 07:10)
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Signifier 
referent re-
lationship 
Codes
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in the 
image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be inter-
preted?)
In
te
rp
er
so
na
l
 c
om
m
un
ic
at
io
n 
Body 
language 
The figure is alone in front 
of the camera, so the inter-
personal communication is 
taking place between the pro-
tagonist and camera - which 
can be the audience and the 
camera man/crew. The pos-
ture is slightly slouched and 
figure is in profile conducting 
a running action.  
The lone figure can represent 
the absence of theres and 
aloneness, loneliness. The 
figure is also the object of 
gaze, meaning they are being 
watched, which could symbo-
lises voyeurism, which relates 
the running action. The figure 
is the object of a situation in 
which they want to run away. 
The slouched posture could 
indicate a burden, a troubled 
situation, sadness, heartache. 
The profile image creates a 
silhouette which could indicate 
a  one-dimensional view of the 
situation or that they do not 
want to face the problem head 
on. 
C
od
e 
of
 c
on
te
nt
 
Theme, story
 The story is about a man 
and woman who are come 
together and then are parted. 
The use of moving cloth, the 
protagonists’ moving bodies 
and lighting is used to com-
municate within the film.  
The cloth can be viewed as a 
metaphor for the relationship, 
memory, emotions, love or 
nature. The movements of the 
cloth and body can be under-
stood to illustrate what phase 
of the relationship, emotion, 
memory or mood is being 
experienced or communicated. 
The abstracted bodies can be 
interpreted as a way of illustrat-
ing the subjective nature of life 
and its experiences. The vari-
ous ways the cloth is used and 
moved is a culmination of the 
stages of the relationship from 
being separate, then coming 
together and then parting and 
all the emotions that accompa-
ny that experience. 
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Signifier 
referent re-
lationship
Codes
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?)
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be inter-
preted?)
C
od
e 
of
 c
on
te
nt
Objects, 
back/
foreground
Background: pitch black. The 
black background creates a 
contrast to the cloth, move-
ments and lighting used. 
The black is matt and evenly 
consistent in texture and tone 
and absorbs all the light. 
The blackness of the back-
ground is dramatic and can 
be interpreted to represent as 
sort of infinity, as a never-end-
ing void, a quiet emptiness. 
The unaffected nature of the 
surface (background) to light 
implies a sense of consistency, 
strength and power that con-
trasts with the organic tem-
peramental movements of the 
cloth and body.
Lighting
Artificial: chiaroscuro: Rem-
brandt. Rembrandt lighting 
is an indexical sign used to 
focus attention on selective 
elements, in this case, the 
body and cloth. The lighting is 
dramatic, compositional use 
of contrasts of light, shadows 
and half tones are used to 
show the abstract form of the 
body and the subtle move-
ments of the cloth. The cloth 
and body are lit.
The lighting is sensual and cre-
ates a mood that is sensitive, 
intimate, romantic and erotic. 
The lighting keeps the form of 
the body abstracted that can 
be interpreted as metaphorical-
ly in the dark creating a myste-
rious mood.
 The background is in com-
plete darkness and keeps the 
protagonist’s body abstract-
ed. The lighting of the moving 
cloth contrasts with the black 
background and highlights 
the subtleties of the curves of 
the body, textures and move-
ments of the cloth illuminating 
its creases and form.
The darkness of the back-
ground could represent emp-
tiness, a neutral canvas, and 
the cloth and body are the 
elements that are filling that 
space, and are therefore the 
focus. The subtle forms creat-
ed by the lighting of the body 
covered by cloth produces de-
tail and interest which contrast 
with the vast consistency of 
the background and surface of 
the cloth. The viewer is able to 
see the protrusion of the body’s 
form, illustrating humanness 
and natural organic form that 
contrasts with the man-made 
background and cloth, creating 
a tension between the content 
of the image.  
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be inter-
preted?)
C
od
e 
of
 c
on
te
nt
Lighting
The light source is coming 
from the right and left that 
cast dramatic shadows in the 
recessed creases of the cloth.
The dominant source of light 
from right and left could repre-
sent even balance behind and 
forward in the protagonist’s 
journey. The dramatic lighting 
of the cloth can be interpreted 
as highlighting the complexity 
of the forms it takes on as it 
moves with the body.
Costume
The cloth is a form of body 
covering which is draped 
loosely over the top part of 
the body; head, neck, shoul-
ders and back. The cloth is 
fully covering the form of the 
visible body. 
The way the cloth is draped 
over the body can be interpret-
ed in a number of ways: as a 
mummy, boogieman or ghost-
like character that could have 
ominous, scary or negative 
associations. 
The excess fabric on the 
back which flaps as the body 
moves and could be interpret-
ed as a cape. 
The cape-like movements of 
the cloth at the back of the pro-
tagonist could be interpreted as 
a superhero or super powers 
that have an essentially posi-
tive association.   
The cloth is light in colour, 
smooth in texture and plain 
weave. It easily takes the 
form of the body, drapes and 
moves easily.
The cloth’s properties can be 
interpreted as representing 
innocence, humanness, nature, 
life, or emotion. The plain-
ness of the colour, texture and 
weave can be interpreted as 
neutral, uncomplicated, ordi-
nary, consistent and malleable, 
simple.  It is affected by the 
light source and movements 
of the body that could be inter-
preted as susceptible to ma-
nipulation from outside sources 
(light body and movement) 
and there could communicate 
vulnerability (contrasts with the 
background).
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be inter-
preted?)
C
od
e 
of
 c
on
te
nt
Colour
 
The black background, the 
cloth and lighting, creates 
the use of colour.  The back-
ground is unaffected by light 
or texture as it absorbs all the 
light.
The matt black background 
is void-like and never chang-
es throughout the scene. It 
could suggest consistency 
and strength/power.  It could 
be interpreted as restful emp-
tiness, mystery of potential or 
possibility (unknown) typical 
associations with black. (See 
also background/ lighting).
The light (could be white, 
cement or cream) coloured 
cloth is affected by the light 
source and changes in tones 
(shades of grey to black) de-
pending on where the moving 
cloth is lit.   
The various shades and tones 
of grey colour of the cloth can 
be interpreted with common 
associations to grey: neutral, 
controlled, compromise (be-
cause it sits between the ex-
tremes of black and white).
Movement of 
cloth and the 
body
The running movements, a 
fan and the pull of gravity are 
manipulating the draped cloth 
as the protagonist moves.   
The combination of sources 
controlling the movements of 
the cloth can be interpreted as 
“energy” and create a dramatic 
visual effect. The running is 
human energy, the fan (wind) 
can be interpreted as natural 
(wind) or artificial and gravity 
as purely nature’s force. 
The shot begins with head 
and shoulders hooded in 
volumes of draped cloth. As 
the running commences the 
hooded protagonist’s drapes 
fall off / come undone, reveal-
ing slightly the form of the 
upper body, and ends with 
the volumes of cloth collaps-
ing slightly off the head.
The falling of the drapes 
around the head can be inter-
preted as a mask or disguise 
coming undone, or a face 
slowing coming off, such that 
the protagonist’s defences are 
down (being pulled by gravity/
nature). The volumes of draped 
cloth are often associated with 
wealth and luxury (power /
status) in costume history and 
as these come undone, this 
can be interpreted as a loss of 
wealth/power (value). 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be inter-
preted?)
C
od
e 
of
 c
on
te
nt
Movement of 
cloth and the 
body
The body appears to be run-
ning on the spot. The body is 
in profile facing the right side 
of the frame, with only the 
top part of the body; from the 
waist up is in the frame. The 
body is running on the spot 
and the shot consists of only 
one step taken by the protag-
onist but actually moves to 
the left of the screen.
The running action can be 
interpreted as energetic, 
strong, focused and purposeful 
movements of the body and 
thus the cloth. Running can be 
interpreted literally as running 
away or running towards some-
thing. However the concept of 
the movements being “on the 
spot” conflict with the concept 
of movement, progress, devel-
opment communicated by the 
action of running. The running 
can be interpreted literally as 
running away or running to-
wards something. The left to 
right profile can re-emphasise 
the sense of movement as it 
allows the movements of the 
hands and up and down action 
of the steps to be emphasised. 
Though it appears on the spot 
movement of the protagonist 
can be interpreted as unsuc-
cessful as no ground is made 
by the body’s action.
The cloth’s movements are 
also being emphasised by an 
energy source such as a fan 
that make the movements of 
the “cape” more dramatic
The cloth’s movement, which 
resembles a flying cape of the 
protagonist, can be interpreted 
as a superhero-like charac-
ter, on a mission (running) to 
protect someone or to defend 
mankind. The fan (wind/ener-
gy) (man-made) could be inter-
preted as assisting the protag-
onist in the flight/mission. 
C
od
e 
of
 fo
rm
 
Lenses and 
Focus
A normal lens is used and the 
focus is on the middle ground 
and foreground. 
This could be interpreted as 
supporting the abstract nature 
of the content, where the recip-
ient is given the opportunity to 
focus wherever they choose, 
rather than an agenda dictating 
the focus, thus open to inter-
pretation. 
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Signifier 
referent 
relation-
ship
Codes 
The referent/signifier range 
(What actually appears in 
the image?) 
The possible signified range 
(What meaning can be inter-
preted?)
C
od
e 
of
 fo
rm
Camera 
distance, 
shots and 
angle 
A medium close-up shot 
(MCU) is used. This allows 
the top portion of the body to 
be in the frame and the rest 
situated outside the frame. 
The cloth takes up the majori-
ty of the frame. 
The use of this shot can be 
interpreted as assisting in 
keeping the movements of the 
body and cloth abstracted and 
supporting a sense of mystery 
and visual tension/ interest. 
The MCU allows the detail of 
the creases of the cloth creat-
ed by the body to the visible 
priority that can be interpreted 
as illustrating abstract human-
ness and organic form (nature, 
emotion, mood, memory). 
Primary 
movement
The camera is stationary.
The stationary camera can be 
interpreted as a passive and 
objective view of the content.  
The primary movement oc-
curs across the x-axis (hor-
izontal). The profile shape 
of the body creates Index 
vectors, which point from left 
to right and lead the eye as 
such. This is emphasised by 
the head and chest that are 
angled towards the right side 
of the frame.
This vector can be interpreted 
literally as running away or 
running to something, as the 
head and chest of the protago-
nist’s body are leaning forward 
towards the right of the frame. 
The profile position of the 
body also can imply a motion 
or movement as the shot can 
illustrate the potential progress 
along the x-axis in the frame. 
Profile shots are often used 
for motion shots of vehicles or 
running in film.
Motion vectors are created 
by the running action of the 
body that appear based on 
the position of the body to be 
going from left to right. Thus 
the index vector (body) and 
motion vectors (running) ap-
pear to continue in the same 
direction.
The apparent synthesis of the 
body and its movements com-
municate in the same direction 
and can be understood to have 
the same intention or message 
(left to right/western style of 
reading). The concept of mo-
tion and moving is re-empha-
sised by the continuing vectors, 
which lead the eye off the edge 
of the frame, which can be 
interpreted as the future, the 
unknown, forward or progress.
